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      He’s an alien merman. She’s a failed Olympian with nothing to lose.

      When Elise signs up with a mysterious dating agency, she doesn’t expect her match to be seven feet of turquoise muscle with sharp teeth, gills, and a possessive streak a mile wide.

      Fionn knows Elise is his mate from the moment he sees her. But convincing a stubborn human that she belongs with him is harder than braving the Intergalactic Authority – or fighting off rivals who want her for themselves. The tides of fate are pulling them together, but if Elise won’t claim him, he may lose the only chance his people have at survival.

      If you want hunky alien mermen, strong women who don’t like being told what to do, sizzling romance and happily-ever-afters, dive into the world of the Starlight Mermen.
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        To the finman in my life.

      

        

      
        You swept me off my feet and taught me how to swim again.

      

        

      
        Together, we shall weather all storms and surf the waves.
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      Eynhallow – a city on Finfolkaheem

      Finfolkaheem – planet of the finfolk

      Intergalactic Authority (IA) – space police

      Intergalactic University (IGU) – the best and biggest university in the galaxy

      Mooncrossing – a year on Finfolkaheem

      Roussay – a town on Finfolkaheem

      Span – a week on Finfolkaheem

      Sunpass – a day on Finfolkaheem
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      This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).

      

      Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:

      skyemackinnon.com/newsletter
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      Fionn

      The planet's eyes were set on me and all I wanted to do was swim away as fast as I could. Hiding under a bushel of algae sounded better than ever. Internally, I was shaking, but I desperately hoped that the matriarchs wouldn't pick up on my weakness. My greenskin quivered ever so slightly, both from my own anxiety and the currents created by my clutch-brothers' suppressed trembling. At least I was not the only one who was terrified. And at least I was not alone. My brothers were with me.

      The Matriarchs were taking their sweet time, discussing our fate amongst themselves. Lamina, the oldest and supposedly wisest, was scrolling through the test data on her tablet, her cyan lips moving as she voicelessly muttered to herself. I wished I knew what she was saying. Was there hope for me, for us, or was all lost already?

      Time oozed along as slow as a mud tide. Couldn't they have discussed this before we were called before the Matriarchal Panel? Maybe it was for dramatic effect. They knew as well as I did that millions of finmen around the world were watching. During the six days of mate selection, barely anyone worked. Everyone was glued to their viewscreens, waiting to find out which young males would be the lucky ones that mooncrossing. Until today, I'd been one of them. It was a spectacle that brought us all together in a week of entertainment, excitement and lots of snacks, yet it also reminded us of our dire situation. The Matriarchal Panel hadn't been installed for entertainment purposes. It was all about survival, pure and simple.

      Lamina cleared her throat. A tiny row of bubbles rose from her wrinkled greenskin as she repositioned herself in her throne-like chair.

      "The Panel has come to a decision," she announced gravely. "Fionn Arken-Clutch of Eynhallow, are you ready to hear our judgement?"

      I was not. Not ready. Not ever. Thirty mooncrossings of waiting had not prepared me for this moment. My greenskin was now visibly fluttering in the current. I no longer cared that they could see how nervous I was. The decision had been made. The time to try and convince them of my worthiness was over.

      "Fionn," Rainse hissed from my left.

      I realised the Matriarchs were still waiting for my response.

      "I am ready," I said gravely. A bigger lie had never been told.

      Lamina pressed her thumb to the tablet before looking straight at me. Her emerald eyes – almost the same shade as my own – bored into my soul, searching for weakness. I was torn open, broken shards scattered across the ocean floor, while Lamina pillaged my deepest secrets and desires. She didn't bother putting me back together.

      "You are unworthy." Her voice echoed through the brightly lit hall as her words cut deep into me. "We have found you unworthy of the honour of being assigned a mate. Tomorrow, you will go back to your assigned profession and continue your life as an unmated male. Your test results will be sent to you later. We are very sorry."

      No, she wasn't.

      It wasn't unexpected. Nobody I knew had ever been assigned a mate. It just didn't happen to finfolk like me. Yet there had been that tiny bubble of hope, a quivering current at the back of my head that cold logic hadn't been able to soothe.

      I was to be unmated for the rest of my life. No female, ever. Alone. Always alone. My clutch-brothers would remain the only family I'd ever have.

      I wanted to cry. Shout. Tear down this hall and its panel of old females who thought themselves above me.

      Somewhere beyond my grief and rage, my clutch-brothers were given the same verdict. No mates.

      We were shooed out of the hall by impatient guards. I swam blindly, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. I would not let them see my hurt. Once I was home, in our cosy underwater cave, I would let my emotions free reign. For now, I had to keep it together a little longer.

      "Fuck them." Cerban swam up to me, his face mirroring my outrage. "We never stood a chance."

      I laughed, my voice harsh and alien. "Of course not. If it wasn't enshrined in law, we'd never even been given the opportunity to be in front of the Panel."

      "What now?" Rainse asked. He sounded more depressed than I'd ever heard him.

      I reached out and grasped his hand, then that of Cerban. "Home. Let's go home."
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        Two mooncrossings later

      

      

      Fionn

      The catfish bumped against my calf, purring happily, then wrapped its tail around my leg. Its black scales rubbed against my skin, tickling me. An explosion of tiny bubbles leapt from its toothy maw, indicating just how happy the beastie was. I tried to ignore it and stared stoically at the crowds swimming past me. None of them paid me any attention. As always.

      Guarding the Great Archives had to be the most boring job on the planet. There was no reason anyone would want to rob them. In fact, nobody seemed to be even interested in visiting. In the three mooncrossings I'd worked here, I'd seen maybe a hundred finfolk enter the building. None of them had looked suspicious. Nothing ever was. The only vaguely interesting creature here was the catfish that joined me for most of my shifts. Giving it part of my midday meal was the main reason for that. Catfish were notoriously greedy.

      I checked my commband. Barely a third of my shift had passed. I cursed the Matriarch who'd assigned me this job. When I'd trained to become a guard, this hadn't been what I'd envisioned. I'd hoped for glory, battle, excitement, not a life of boredom outside a library nobody ever visited. The only time anyone approached me was to ask for directions. Aside from that, I was ignored just like the building towering behind me. Some days, I felt like a statue, turned into stone by sheer boredom.

      Something scratched against my hip. I caught the catfish by its neck, preventing it from sticking its head into my satchel. It meowed in protest.

      "Stop it," I hissed without looking at the fish. As much as I hated this assignment, I still took it seriously. I wouldn't let this little beastie distract me from my duties. 

      It purred even louder at my touch, wriggling against my grip on it as if it enjoyed it. I bet I was behaving exactly the way it had intended. Little attention whore.

      "I'm not going to pet you. You're not even supposed to be here."

      It chirped with amusement, as if it understood my words. Catfish were incredibly intelligent, but they weren't classed as a sentient species. Most of the finfolk saw them as pests, but after the first few boring shifts, I’d grown fond of my purring companion. At least it appreciated my presence.

      Even though it stopped trying to get to my food, it didn't leave my side. I refused to look at the fish, keeping my attention on the passing crowds instead, but I felt its presence. It was strangely comforting to share my shift with someone else, even if it was just a catfish. 

      A noise crackled in my ear before Commander Myke's voice made me swim straighter.

      "Fionn, we've received a report of a disturbance inside the Archives, somewhere on the second level, right wing. You are tasked to investigate. You hereby have permission to leave your post."

      It took a moment for me to register what I'd just been told. This was new. I'd never even been inside the Archives and now I was supposed to investigate them? 

      "Yes, sir," I said, keeping my voice calm. I didn't want to sound too excited. "I'll report as soon as I figure out what's going on."

      Who had reported a disturbance? I'd not heard or seen anything out of the ordinary. Nobody had even glanced at the Archives since I'd started my shift. It was probably a false alarm, yet I couldn't help but feel my greenskin tighten at the anticipation of proper guard action. Maybe those two mooncrossings spent training to be a warrior had been worth it after all.

      For the first time since starting this posting, I swam to the huge double doors leading into the Archives, each at least four times as tall as me. They appeared to be open, but it was just an illusion. The left side of the doorway shimmered silver, a telltale sign of an air-room. Some materials could not be stored in saltwater, so half the Archives contained oxygenated air. I turned right, staying in water. A shiver crept over my skin when I swam through the doorway, followed by a beep as the security scanner approved my passage. Nobody should be able to enter without permission; one of the many reasons why the Archives didn't need to be guarded by more than one person. There was another entrance, at the back, but it was permanently locked and hadn't been used in many mooncrossings.

      The entrance hall lay abandoned. A few barnacles had started to grow on the marble walls. This building clearly wasn't cleaned very often. For a moment, I debated whether I should report it, but then decided it wasn't part of my responsibilities. Surely the people in charge of the Archives knew about the barnacles. I'd been told there was a cleaner who occasionally came at night, when other people were guarding the building.

      Something touched my right foot. Acting on pure instinct, I pulled my weapon from my belt and swirled around, causing a stream of air bubbles to surround me. A happy purr made me lower my weapon. The catfish had followed me. 

      I groaned in exasperation.

      "How did you get in here?" I asked it, not expecting an answer. The barrier must have been programmed to detect only finfolk, not fish. That would explain some of the droppings floating in the stale water. I just hoped the disturbance wasn't caused by some random sea creatures that had made the Archives their home. That would be one heck of an anti-climax.

      I kept my weapon in hand as I swam up through the vertical tunnel connecting the floors. There were five floors in total, each dedicated to a different period of finfolk heritage. If I remembered correctly, the second floor held items from our more recent past, maybe a few hundred mooncrossings. Most of the contents had been digitised long ago, 3D-scanned and catalogued, making this building almost obsolete. Only the most passionate researchers made the time to study artifacts in person rather than look at them in VR.

      It was gloomy up here. Some of the glowshrooms had died off, leaving patches of the wall in darkness, but there was enough light left to find my way around.

      The silence in the Archive made me want to talk to myself just to hear some sort of sound. The lack of any current at all was almost as disturbing. Even on the calmest day, you'd always feel some movement in the water, whether out in the ocean or in an underwater building. In here, the catfish and me were the first to disturb the brackish water - well, us and the intruder, if they existed. I gripped my sonic gun a little tighter at that thought.

      After three mooncrossings of imagining what the Archives were like, I couldn't wait to be back outside. At least the glowshrooms were filtering the water, adding oxygen and removing toxins, even though it tasted old and musty.

      I swam right, entering the wing where the disturbance had been reported. Should I call out?

      No, if there really was someone who had broken into the Archives, they might not come quietly if I asked them to. But who would even break in here when you could simply make an appointment to access the building at your convenience? I'd never tried to do so myself, but it sounded easy enough. Maybe this was all a test by my superiors. I'd done the same job for three mooncrossings without rising in the ranks. Both my clutch-brothers had been promoted in that time. Could this be it? A way to prove my worth?

      The catfish bumped against my hip, reminding me of his presence. I was thinking too much. Had to focus.

      With the sonic gun heavy in my hands, I swam on. My greenskin wasn't picking up on any currents caused by a potential intruder, but several of the rooms to either side of the corridor were locked with heavy portals that wouldn't allow any water exchange. Those rooms had to hold the more exciting contents of the Archives. In my induction, they'd given us new recruits a general overview over what was housed in the building but hadn't gone into any detail. We were just grunts to guard the Archives, not intellectuals to study the record chips and artifacts.

      In this wing, more than half of the glowshrooms sticking to walls and ceiling had died off. The gloomy light made it all look even more abandoned. I didn't have to be a scholar to realise the wasted potential.

      Wait.

      A sound.

      I swirled around, pointing the gun to my right where I'd heard a single air bubble bump against a shelf. I didn't see anyone. Nothing out of the ordinary. Yet the bubble had sounded too big to have been created by the shrooms. Someone had been here.

      Slowly, I swam towards the sound, along a row of empty shelves, until I reached a round portal set into a wall that had become entirely dark. Glowshroom skeletons still clung to the wall, but there was no life left in them.

      An iris scanner next to the portal was active, a single blue beam of light waiting for me to get closer. It shouldn't open for me, I didn't have the proper authorisation, but curiosity got the better of me. I approached the portal until I was close enough to the scanner. With a shudder, the portal opened into an airlock. Curious. I hadn't realised rooms in this part of the Archives held air.

      For a moment, I wondered whether I should check in with my boss. But no. He'd tell me not to proceed. Whatever was behind this door was secret. The scanner had to be malfunctioning for it to let me in.

      "Don't follow me," I told the catfish. "You won't be able to breathe in there."

      It stared at me as if considering my words, then started to playfully bump against some shelves.

      I took a deep gulp of stale water and prepared for whatever awaited me on the other side, then swam into the airlock. A contact plate on the floor was glimmering in a gentle pink. I lowered myself onto it. A strange fanfare made me look up in confusion. Not a sound I'd expected. This system had to be old, really old.

      My greenskin felt the pull of the water before I could see the water levels sink. It started slowly, barely noticeable, before the current increased, drawing the water from the airlock. The process took a lot longer than it would have in a modern building. By the time my head was in the air, my hair heavy with water, I was impatient. Whoever was on the other side of the airlock would have heard it activating. They'd know they'd soon have company and had ample time to get rid of any incriminating evidence. Breaking into the Archives was a crime in itself, but theft or destruction of public property would carry a higher sentence.

      Finally, the last puddle of water disappeared into the porous floor. I automatically arranged my greenskin over my crotch. Most finfolk didn't care much about that, but my clutch-mother had always instilled a healthy amount of modesty into all her charges. I shook the sonic gun to dry it. The sonic pulse wouldn't be as effective in air, but I was glad to have a weapon. For confidence. Just in case.

      With another fanfare, the second portal opened, revealing a brightly lit room full of metal shelves covered in boxes, data chip tins and even a few old-fashioned kelp books. I took in my surroundings in a fraction of a second while searching for the intruder at the same time. At the end of the room, on the left side almost hidden from view by a shelf, lay an opened tin.

      "Come out with your hands in the air!" I shouted with as much authority as I could muster. "I know you're here! There is no way out!"

      A rustle from behind the shelf. My fingers tightened around the gun. I didn't know if I could truly shoot someone.

      "Don't shoot!" a male called out. His shaky voice sounded vaguely familiar.

      "Come out slowly!"

      And he did. A young finman stepped into the light, staring at me with just as much surprise as had to reflect on my own face.

      "Kelon?" I exclaimed. "What the fuck are you doing here?"

      "Do I know you, guard?" he asked, a frown marring his exceptional beauty.

      I wasn't surprised he didn't remember me. Kelon had always existed in a sphere of his own. One of the richest finmen in the city - not due to anything he'd done himself - he hadn't swum in the same circles as me in a long time.

      "Fionn," I said, trying to keep the resentment from my voice. "We were in the same-"

      "Clutch school! Yes! You have changed, Fionn."

      I repressed a snarky response. So had he. Back then, he'd been a chubby finboy with few friends and even fewer achievements. He'd had little going for himself - until he got adopted by a Matriarch and his fortune had changed forever. I’d seen him on chat shows and in the latest gossip reels, pretending he’d always been one of the upper class. I knew better.

      "What are you doing here?" I repeated rather than continuing with the small talk.

      Kelon had the decency to look ashamed. "Searching for something. Not that it's any business of yours."

      I laughed sharply. "I guard the Archives. It's every business of mine. What was so important that you had to break in? And why couldn't you just make an appointment with one of the archivists? Speaking of breaking in, how did you get in?"

      He looked at me shrewdly as if to decide how much to tell me. Then, his brows shot up as he came to some sort of realisation.

      "You’re the same age as me. You were on the Panel!"

      "What does that have to do with you?"

      Kelon grinned. "You didn't get a mate. Neither did I."

      I was aware of that. All of Finfolkaheem had gossiped about the Panel’s decision. As the adopted son of a Matriarch, everyone had assumed he'd be given the opportunity to have a mate. Yet the Panel had rejected him. Rumour was that they'd had to show that they were impartial, no matter what family you came from. It had quieted the discontent for a bit, but not for long. Too many young males were rejected by the Panel every mooncrossing. Too many of us were desperate for a mate.

      "I read something," Kelon said slowly. I was tempted to tease him about that - he'd hated reading as a finboy - but I kept quiet, letting him tell me his story. "There is a planet with females that are compatible with us. Yet the record I read didn't mention a name or coordinates. There has to be something about it in the Archives. Has to be."

      "An entire planet full of females?"

      "Well, that's what it said. But it was an old record. Things may have changed by now. Maybe they have the same issue we have. But they might not. Only one way to find out."

      "Why-"

      A crackle in my ear warned me before Commander Myke's voice rang out. "Do you have an update, guard?"

      Kelon shot me a panicked look. "You want a mate too, don't you? I can help you. If we find the coordinates, I will send a ship there. You can come along."

      I hesitated. Kelon had broken into the Archives, which meant he was now a criminal. I should hand him over to my superiors, maybe get a reward for doing so. Yet what he was saying... That ache deep inside my chest painfully flared to life. It had sat there ever since the Matriarchal Panel had spoken their judgement. A mate. I could have a mate. If I arrested Kelon, that possibility was lost forever. Even if I went searching for myself and found the coordinates of that planet, I had no means to get there. Kelon was rich, filthy rich. He could make the impossible possible.

      "Can I trust you?" I asked hurriedly, aware my commander was waiting.

      Kelon grabbed the greenskin beneath his left arm and bit on it hard. I squirmed a little, knowing just how sensitive the greenskin was in that place. "I vow that I will not betray your trust," the finman said solemnly, showing me his hand now stained with turquoise blood.

      I grasped his hand. "A vow made cannot be broken without losing your honour."

      He nodded. "Now tell the officer that you didn't find anyone. Then we can continue our search together."

      I did so, my mouth tasting bitter as I spoke the lie.

      "The sensors must have been malfunctioning," Commander Myke replied, clearly unperturbed and trusting my report. "Now return to your post outside the Archives."

      "Yes, sir. Right away."

      Kelon walked over to the portal, leaving a trail of tiny blood splatters on the floor. "There's nothing in this room. Let's continue our search outside."

      I followed him through the airlock portal. In the water-filled corridor, the catfish was waiting impatiently.

      "What's that thing doing here?" Kelon asked, pointing at the fish.

      "It's been following me. It's harmless." I didn't see any reason to lie.

      The catfish bumped against my hip and purred. I gave it a quick scratch on his scaled head, then turned to Kelon. "Where do we search next? I don't have much time before I have to be back at my post." The catfish nibbled on my greenskin. I pushed it away in annoyance. "Unless you can show us the records we're looking for, go away."

      The fish cocked its head, purring louder than ever.

      "It almost looks like it's listening," Kelon observed. I couldn't help but agree. The catfish's eyes shimmered with intelligence. I’d assumed for a while that it understood more than everyone assumed about catfish. Maybe it was worth a try.

      I turned to it, feeling more than a little silly. "We are looking for records that mention a planet which harbours females that are compatible with us. I don't suppose - no, this is stupid. You can't understand me, and even if you did, why would you know anything about what's hidden in the Archives?" I shook my head. I'd embarrassed myself in front of Kelon.

      The catfish swirled around in a circle as if it wanted to catch its own tail. Yeah, this was just a fish. I was an idiot.

      Suddenly, it took off, swimming fast while continuing to purr. I exchanged a look with Kelon.

      He shrugged. "I have no idea where to look next. We might as well follow it."

      We swam along corridors, then up a tunnel to the third floor, before turning to the west wing. The catfish was waiting for us in front of a shelf holding record chips. Above it was a sign. Animal Studies.

      I groaned. This was not what we needed.

      I was already turning back when the catfish bumped against a record tin above me, pushing it off the shelf. It slowly sank down and I grabbed it before it could hit my shoulder. A faded label read Fin and Mavel, A Story of Peritus.

      "What do you have there?" Kelon asked.

      "Do you have a record scanner with you?"

      He nodded and pulled a tablet with an attached scanner port from his satchel. Kelon had come prepared. I pulled the record chip from the tin and handed it to Kelon. When he pushed it into the scanner, I realised I was holding my breath. Beside me, the catfish was purring with satisfaction. If this ended up helping us, I'd feed it treats until the end of its days.

      A document opened filled with tiny, yet beautiful writing interspersed with images. I increased the size of the first image, barely trusting my eyes. I blinked as if to dispel any illusion. This couldn't be.

      A finman about my age grinned into the camera, holding a catfish with a stark resemblance to the one swimming at my hip. And next to him, an arm around his waist, was a female, gazing at him with pure love. Her skin was pale, lacking scales and greenskin, her features softer than that of a finwoman. She was an alien. She was hope.

      "We have found it!" Kelon whispered. "We will have mates."

      A mate. For me. I wanted to kiss the universe.

      And that's when the alarm started ringing through the Archives.
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