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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      The water flowed, rippling against Lorelei’s tail. The silken caress of the waves teased her, carried her back to the place she’d lost. She could smell it. Home.

      She couldn’t return. She didn’t know how.

      Her head broke the surface, the water cascading from her face and leaving her bare. The sun touched her skin, warming her. It had been too long since she’d felt the sun on her skin.

      Home. She probably shouldn’t have come so close.

      She could see it in the distance, a low grassy dune, the beach mostly rock, human houses dotting the hillside. She knew this place like no other.

      But she could not stay. She left it behind and swam. Exhilaration sharpened her senses.

      She was what she was.

      Finfolk.

      A small grayish green fish with yellow rings about its eyes watched her as the waves moved far above them. Another joined it, and the pair swam off, toward a golden glow in the distance.

      Ah.

      Finfolkaheem.

      She felt a presence at her side. Excited, she turned to greet her kin, but seeing him she stopped.

      She had not expected him.

      He was the hated, selfish one. The one who could not wait for what he considered his.

      She did not need him, and though she saw his beauty, she no longer wanted him, either.

      Lashing her own tail at him, she dodged his grasp and sped away, following the small fish drawn to Finfolkaheem’s golden glow.

      She would find her answers. She would reclaim what was hers.

      Lorelei started awake. She came to underwater, surrounded by water, standing upright in a pod. That’s where she was. A finfolk sleeping pod. That’s how they did it here. She trembled, and it took her a minute to get a grip. She wasn’t used to waking here yet.

      The melancholy of her dream clutched at her thoughts. Her worst fear was being unable to return home – being cast out. The girl in that dream was so…in between. She didn’t fit anywhere. Thanks, brain, for the healthy dose of anxiety first thing this morning.

      She couldn’t let these thoughts take hold. Nothing was going to stop her from returning home. First she had to follow through here. She was still learning to control her abilities – her old life wasn’t safe right now. Before she went home, she had to know how to stop herself from making bad decisions with her new abilities. Like attempting to control her teacher, or getting her best friend’s ex fired. Or pushing her boyfriend to move on when she didn’t mean it at all.

      She shoved the dream out of her mind. Luckily, her thoughts were of no interest to the fingirls. If Clay had been nearby during the last part of that dream, it could have made him suspicious…

      She had to do everything to avoid that. She had already done the worst thing imaginable, pushing Vardon away to convince Clay she was on his side. Now she had to keep up the act so that sacrifice was worth something.

      She bristled at the thought of Vardon. She hadn’t handled her emotions there – couldn’t even risk thinking about him. It tied her stomach in knots and kept her mind busy enough to draw the wrong type of attention.

      Other fingirls were exiting their pods, a couple at a time. This chamber housed thirty girls or so. Some came. Some went. None of them gave Lorelei a second thought. She’d made no friends here.

      That was just as well, because after she finished her training and retrieved her sealskin, Lorelei was going home.
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        * * *

      

      The news was never on in the Caster house, so Vardon knew instantly when he walked in the door that something terrible had happened. He stopped behind the couch where his parents were seated, each of them leaning toward the TV like they might pounce at it.

      The TV showed video from a helicopter, circling an oil platform amid crashing waves. An American flag whipping in the wind was the only thing that moved on the platform.

      “In a startling turn, two of the hostages were seen about ten minutes ago, leaping from the platform into the waves. It is unclear how likely their survival is at this point, but we will certainly keep you updated as events continue to unfold....”

      “What’s going on?” Vardon asked warily. Hostages? Why were his parents watching this?

      “Melinda called,” Mom said. “She told me to turn on the news.”

      Melinda had returned to Alaska three weeks ago. She assured Vardon it had nothing to do with what had happened between them. But she’d only stuck around about ten days after Lorelei left...just long enough for Vardon to illustrate what a confused jackass he was.

      “So...I still don’t get it. What’s the big news with the oilrig? Did I hear hostages?”

      “A manager went nuts. He shut down production and then corralled all of his coworkers into one part of the ship, at gunpoint. Shots were transmitted and the coast guard tried to go in, except their boats keep turning around. No one has successfully reached the platform yet. The media are having a hell of a time trying to explain it.”

      “And? Why are we watching?”

      “Melinda thinks this is Clay’s doing. She says it’s the beginning of his plan. He’s trying to make people fear these offshore platforms. Or he’s going to try to drive the workers out of them one at a time.”

      “Why does she think it’s him?”

      “It just happened to be the one guy with the power to single-handedly shut down production for the operation, and he loses it? The boats turning back, out of control.” Mom ticked the oddities off on her fingers. “And then people start walking off the edge of the platform like it isn’t a couple-hundred-foot drop.”

      Vardon turned back to the screen. If that was true...was Lorelei involved?

      No. She would never compel people to jump into the ocean. Not after what had almost happened to her grandmother.

      He wanted to slam his fist into something. He shouldn’t have to wonder. She should be here, not off making whatever mistakes she needed to in order to understand herself and finally make a choice about her future.

      Mistakes...he’d made his share. He didn’t want to think of Melinda as a mistake, but it sure hadn’t been good timing. Looking back, he couldn’t help but cringe. Of course, looking back, he had the ever-present memory of Lorelei’s face when he told her he slept with Melinda.

      He clenched his fists and stared hard at the screen – like he could see through the offshore oilrig, into the truth of the situation.

      Clay. The bastard.

      This entire thing was his fault.

      And then his eyes widened, because a new figure had just opened the door to the deck of the platform and emerged, closing it behind him. The helicopter’s camera trained in on his face. He looked about fifty, in good health, dressed well. He wasn’t dressed like a typical oil worker – he looked like the type to keep the books or something else behind the scenes. He turned robotically, and Mom turned up the volume again.

      “...Another worker. We certainly hope this isn’t headed to the same place…”

      The helicopter shot faded out to show two anchors seated at a news desk. They were each having trouble addressing the camera; their eyes were riveted to a screen only they could now see.

      “We apologize. The Coast Guard is continuing to try to reach the platform to offer assistance. We can’t – oh!”

      Both anchors flinched, and Vardon sagged against the back of the couch. Mom covered her mouth with one hand, whispering a curse.

      The man had walked off the edge.

      “We are sorry to report that another assumed hostage has jumped. As we said, we do not have confirmation from aboard the vessel of what is taking place…”

      They showed the oil platform again, and Vardon – along with hundreds of thousands of other viewers – scanned the sea at the feet of the behemoth structure for any sign of a survivor. He couldn’t make any out.

      “What we do know is that this is the third apparent suicide since the vessel stopped communicating with the company…”

      He had a terrible thought.

      If this was the beginning of Clay’s move to bring the old finfolk legend of the Knights back to breathing, he had seriously underestimated how something like this would make Lorelei feel.

      Vardon wanted to laugh.

      Except with Lorelei’s whole life on the line, even a turn of cosmic justice could rebound and harm her. He wouldn’t be laughing then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Why do we sing? Let me ask you differently: when you sing in harmony with another, what do you feel? Lorelei’s finfolk instructor, an old woman named Tera, asked the group of girls. They’d gathered today in one of Finfolkaheem’s four towers, where they could see outside the golden city to the rippling dark of the sea. It is the same with creating our murals and crafting symbols that breathe new life into this ancient place we call home. When it makes you feel, you know you’re doing it right. You add a part of yourself to your creation and it continues to resonate long after you’re gone. When you go further and harness the power of your intentions in a symbol, you infuse that space with magic – you harmonize with your physical environment.

      Lorelei tried to pay attention to the ramblings of the old finwoman lecturing them. For the past four weeks, she’d lived among the young finfolk women – all younger than she was, because those who had come of age were already married off.

      Life for a fingirl was incredibly boring.

      Lorelei had known it would be different, but she’d counted on exciting different. She’d never suspected she’d be so bored she’d want to tear her hair out.

      None of the other girls were bored. They seemed to enjoy the rituals of a calm daily life. It felt similar to how Lorelei imagined a medieval convent to feel. They were focused on learning, ceremony, harvesting, and gathering from the sea around Finfolkaheem. Otherwise, they loved to brush their gloriously colored hair, and to sing the intricately weaving melodies unique to their kind. They’d been raised to serve their men. To care for all life on the sea floor and use their gifts to keep balance in its waters.

      It was annoying to someone who’d only read about such female subservience in history books. Apparently, they’d waited their whole lives to learn so much about harvesting produce from the sea and taking care of a finman’s every need…

      She’d learned a few things of interest, anyway.

      The place had lost its oddness, finally. For many days she’d found every shift of light distracting.

      Finfolkaheem was stunning.

      She’d dreamed of the place, before her birthday. Part of her gifts awakening, and thank goodness. If she’d never before seen the compelling glow of Finfolkaheem’s golden towers, she didn’t know how long it would have taken to grow used to the magic of the place.

      Lorelei had lived her whole life with her grandmother’s painting, the finfolk in all their myriad colors, swimming near the golden glow of an underwater castle. She’d never suspected it was a real place. That was just too crazy. She’d assumed it was a beautiful fantasy. Who wouldn’t?

      Lorelei changed the direction of her thoughts. It wouldn’t do to pine for home.

      Tera’s speech was interrupted, as a new figure swam into the chamber. Wait...her heart thumped loud in her ears. She recognized him. He was the same one who’d been with Clay the night of her birthday, on that cursed beach. The warrior who had shown complete deference to the finfolk king when he’d arrived. The one who likely sold Clay out and got him exiled. Lorelei had mixed feelings about him. She banished the image of him holding Vardon, bruised and bloody, from her mind.

      When he gestured in Lorelei’s direction, her heart sank.

      Sure enough, Tera crooked a finger at her, and Lorelei followed the finman.

      He swam out of the room and into a courtyard lined with intricately placed stones of a variety of shades of gray. The effect was striking – a picture of a seahorse. Finfolkaheem had many places like this, where their kind had wrought their particular craft on the landscape, to incredible effect. Finfolk were natural masters at artistic expression, and Finfolkaheem had housed century after century of finfolk artists.

      What did you need? Lorelei asked him, speaking mind to mind. I know you, don’t I – from my birthday?

      The warrior slowed and turned to speak with her. He smiled, but a dark anger lurked behind the expression. She wasn’t sure she wanted to go with him, and since she was telepathically open to him at the moment, now he knew it. I am Oberon. Yes, I was there that night. If not for me, you would have been a finwife many weeks ago.

      Lorelei controlled her reaction, storing his words away to stew on later, when she could protect herself from the intrusion of others of her kind. Practice was paying off.

      Your prince has done something so foolish. Oberon abruptly closed his mind to her. She digested the rage on his face and took it to mean Clay had seriously screwed up.

      Great.

      What happened? Lorelei asked him when she felt the channel of communication slip open again.

      They moved so effortlessly between keeping their secrets and sharing their thoughts. Lorelei wished her own skills at this unspoken communication would improve to match theirs. Right now, every conversation held danger.

      Prince Clay has pushed too far. King Cleophus cannot help but react this time, he sneered angrily. Prince Clay is a fool.

      Lorelei noted that Oberon used Clay’s title each and every time he thought about him – like the person could not be separated from the potential for a crown. Despite his anger, he always gave Clay the respect his position, his birthright, afforded him.

      She’d seen enough subservience among the fingirls...but this was subservience of an entirely different sort. Powerful though they were, the finfolk were a people willing to be ruled. By tradition, especially.

      She thought back to what Caspian said, about how Clay needed a queen who was raised among humans. She saw it more clearly now than ever. Maybe it wasn’t only the idea that she could understand and potentially influence humans because she’d lived among them, but the more fundamental difference that she was able to think critically about her leaders in the first place. Oberon watched her with narrowed eyes as he absorbed a hint of her thoughts. He grew frustrated, but she didn’t understand why.

      What can I do? Lorelei asked, cringing inwardly as she heard the echo of subservience in her response. Too long among these young girls. Too long among a people she didn’t fully understand.

      Two more weeks until the finfolk tested her – until she knew what options were open to her for her future.

      Her thoughts touched momentarily on Vardon before she hustled fast as her neurons could carry her from the idea of him. He was a mirage, a desperate illusion.

      Had he ever really existed?

      No thinking. Nothing but moving on. She had no idea where she was headed, but motion felt more comfortable than its lack, and she couldn’t deny the compulsion.

      Move on. Keep on moving.

      She couldn’t think about what she’d left behind.

      We need you to talk to Prince Clay. He must be dissuaded from his current path.

      Does King Cleophus know you came for me?

      Yes. He asks that you consider his plea for aid. His grandson is ignoring the king, and if it continues, King Cleophus will have no choice…

      Lorelei nodded. She understood where he was going with this. How could King Cleophus forgive such blatant disobedience? It undermined everything their society was built on.

      Tell me how I can help.

      The finfolk weren’t ready to deal with a wild card like Clay.

      Neither were the humans. If she could keep Clay from succeeding at whatever he was up to, she might be able to save them all some pain.

      She flicked her tail and breathed deep through her gills.

      That would be worth all of this.
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        * * *

      

      Clay held his human pawn under his complete control. If he wanted, he could tell the human to stop breathing and it would be as he willed. The man would do anything Clay asked of him, and that’s exactly how it should be.

      Before long, all of the humans would do the same. And their earth would live. Eventually, they would praise Clay as a god. He would turn the tide for the entire planet.

      A blank stare greeted his ambitions. They sat together in the control room, where the operations manager of the offshore oil platform had welcomed Clay into his mind and into his office.

      Clay felt a curious sort of glee here – to finally be doing as he knew he could, as he knew they could. To finally be making of humans the tools they were meant to be, bent to finfolk will.

      For too long, the humans had thought they had control over this planet.

      They’d done nothing but wreck it, pollute it, taint it with their soiled plans for progress.

      His earth would stand for no more of this. Clay would not be stopped.

      Outside the control room, he pushed one more human worker to their final, fatal walk. No words were spoken. None were needed.

      Clay? Clay, Clay, Clay.

      He stood, Lorelei’s voice in his mind. I am here.

      A whoosh of air startled him, and Clay turned suspiciously.

      The familiar motion that went with moving from here to there transpired quickly, and there she stood.

      “Lorelei? Have you come to see my triumph?” His chest puffed with pride.

      “Triumph? Is that what you call this? Clay, you have no right to do this to these people!”

      He wilted in the face of Lorelei’s angry retort, and then straightened his spine. Who was she to talk to him so?

      “Do you side with them? Do you side against me now?”

      She stood her ground, but she lifted her hands to him imploringly. “You know I’m on your side. But this is no way to convince the others.”

      He knew she was right, but he didn’t want to hear the truth in her words.

      “I have grown weary of waiting. The humans will pay for their treatment of the sea.”

      “This one event is not going to change human behavior, Clay.”

      He slammed his fist into his leg. “I do not care! I will make them pay regardless!”

      She took a step back, and he saw the disappointment in her eyes. It hurt badly.

      “I want no part of this. If this is your course, I can’t join you.”

      Anger roared and crackled under his skin. An ultimatum?

      And she smiled, softly. Her hand on his arm was gentle, warm.

      Had he been wrong to come here?

      Clay looked around. His gaze stuck on the gray-haired man in the sweaty slacks and strangling tie.

      “Do you think this is all his fault, Clay? Should he pay for centuries of poor planning?”

      “Poor planning? Is that what you call it?” He shook his head, nearly overtaken by sadness, as he always was when he let his thoughts brush up against the vastness of the damage he saw every day. He growled. “If not him, then who?”

      Again, the smile. She was trying to calm him. “I do not know, my prince. But we will figure it out, together.”

      He clasped her offered hand in his. They would, wouldn’t they?
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      Lorelei’s heart thumped a rapid beat in her chest, trying to outrun her words. We’ll figure it out together?

      But he bought it, and that’s what she needed.

      He tugged her in for an embrace, and she took it. She looked around his arm at the man he’d mind-mojoed. He looked physically okay, but totally out of it.

      There were lots of others, but Clay and this guy were the only ones in this room. She had to convince Clay to let these people go and get back to the sea.

      “Clay, King Cleophus knows what is happening. He sent me to bring you home.”

      “Home?” Clay sneered. “I am not welcome in Finfolkaheem and you know it.”

      A light bulb went on. She stepped closer to him, hoping he took her eagerness at face value.

      “You’re right, we can’t go to Finfolkaheem. But your grandfather wants you to leave this place, and I think it’s best to let him have his way.”

      Her pulse accelerated as he dipped his head to meet her lips. Despite her intentions, Clay’s kiss was distracting. He was far too good at that. It made her feel ways she wasn’t comfortable feeling, especially not with him.

      “Ildaland,” Clay said after he broke the kiss. “Join me there, my love. Will you travel there with me? I will let all of these people go, if you do.”

      What exactly was he expecting? The thought made her breathless, and her head spun. But it opened up the opportunity to learn more about the place, and she had to do that, whatever it took. Well, she’d do almost whatever it took. And if it distracted Clay from the plan he was executing here...

      She threw her arms around his neck. “You would do that for me? Clay, I have wanted to see you, to be alone…” She kissed him again, knowing she walked the borderline of cruel dishonesty here. These lies were dangerous.

      That’s what heated her blood. If she could convince him, if they could go to the secret finfolk paradise, she might figure out how to get all of the selkies – and possibly humans – away from the island. That victory would be well worth the tinge of terror at the idea he might take her advances seriously.

      Vardon entered her thoughts, unbidden.

      She shoved him out. She would not think about him. Definitely not here, and definitely not now. Thinking of him was too dangerous when Clay might read just a touch of him in her thoughts. Even a whisper of him, and Lorelei wasn’t sure what Clay would do. So just as she had for weeks, she forced all thoughts of Vardon and her life at home into its cage in her mind, where it was safe from Clay and the other finfolk.

      Clay kissed her, his arms wrapped tight around her waist. In her mind, she could feel his anticipation, the way he savored their kiss. He showed her all of it in a telepathic feedback loop that left her breathless. She broke the kiss and rested her forehead against his neck.

      “You do not realize how you make me feel, beautiful Lorelei,” he whispered, his mouth against her hair.

      He took her hesitation for innocent worries over losing her virginity.

      Whatever got her inside his guard; she’d let him think it.
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        * * *

      

      Vardon sat on the floor next to the couch, repeatedly tossing up a basketball and catching it, something he’d done when he was nervous since he was a kid. They’d only become more convinced that the finfolk were involved in the events they were seeing unfold on TV. One more victim had walked off the edge of the platform, giving no signs of hesitation, just taking that next step straight into space.

      Mom and Dad were cuddled up on the couch.

      “Breaking news: the Coast Guard reports that they have reached the oil platform – I repeat, this is the first Coast Guard vessel to actually reach the oil platform in the Gulf of Mexico where workers were taken hostage earlier today. We will let you know how the situation unfolds. Stay with us…”

      The station went to commercials, and Vardon drew a deep breath. Finfolk or no, Lorelei probably had nothing to do with these events. She wasn’t a finfolk leader. She was a girl with no history among them, who had just begun to learn their ways when she swam off to join them a month ago.

      He wished he could talk to her, could guarantee for himself that she was okay.

      The phone rang. Mom picked it up on the second ring, her eyes sliding to Vardon as she answered. “Hello? Peter?”

      His blood ran cold. No. No, no, no. Peter would only be calling if something had happened⁠—

      “Hey, Peter, I’m going to let you talk to Vardon, because he is white as a sheet and I’m not going to make him wait.” She thrust the phone at him, and he took it gratefully.

      “Mr. Dorian? What’s going on?”

      “Have you been watching the news?”

      “Yes,” he said quickly.

      “That’s what I was worried about. I’ve heard from the finfolk, from Lorelei’s aunt Shona. Lorelei is fine. She was sent to stop Clay⁠—”

      “So it was that bastard that did this?” Vardon punched the couch, wishing it was the finfolk prince’s face.

      “Yes, it was Clay. Lorelei was in Finfolkaheem, but they sent her to try to talk some sense into Clay. I didn’t want you thinking she’s in danger⁠—”

      “Isn’t she in danger going after Clay?”

      “Vardon, he ruined her life here, for sure, but Clay has shown no intention to hurt Lorelei otherwise. Me, on the other hand…”

      Vardon sighed. He remembered the day Lorelei left only too well. That’s the other time Mr. Dorian had called him, to confirm that Lorelei left. It was one of the worst days of Vardon’s life.

      The other line beeped as another call came in.

      “Mr. Dorian, thanks. I have another call.”

      “You’ll let me know if you hear from her?”

      “Absolutely,” he confirmed. They’d both made that pledge the day Lorelei left for the depths of the sea. “I will call if I hear anything, sir.” Clicking the line over, Vardon said, “Hello?”

      “Vardon Caster,” the gravelly, deep voice of Caspian Sheridan answered. “I believe my niece has informed you of a developing situation...which she was not supposed to share about at all.”

      Vardon grimaced. “I didn’t take that call. But yeah, we’ve been watching the news. I just had a call from Mr. Dorian, too.”

      “What do they have to say on the finfolk end?”

      “It is the finfolk – it’s Clay.”

      “Damn it. That’s exactly the news we were hoping against.”

      “Is that why Melinda called?”

      “I did not ask her to do so. I had planned to call you myself.”

      Had Melinda actually called to talk to him? He hadn’t talked to her in a couple of weeks, and this whole flimsy excuse about something happening with the finfolk was well and good, but her uncle had the selkie scholar business in hand. So...why had she called?

      He couldn’t decide if he was glad to have missed her call or not.

      “How can I help?” Vardon asked, sincerely confused.

      “If you speak with Lorelei, please tell her to call me right away. I need to know what she’s learned.”

      Why did everyone assume Lorelei would be contacting him first? He sighed. “If I hear from her, I will pass along the message.”

      “Good man. Thank you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” he said. He’d just used a “sir” twice, with parental-ish figures of two different girls. Which made him feel like shit deserving to be stepped on.

      They hung up.

      “How’s Lorelei?” Mom asked.

      “Uh...no real news.”

      “And how’s Melinda?” Her eyes twinkled at him.

      “I have no idea how you find this funny. But thanks.”

      Life was too weird right now.
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      Ildaland was so different when you arrived with someone who held an open and unending invitation. What would she learn visiting with Clay that she hadn’t seen before? It was sure to be enlightening.

      She had to keep an eye – and a nose – out for any selkies. She had been unable to confirm the presence of selkies in Ildaland on her first, unannounced trip. Two selkie elders had been kidnapped in the last few months, and Ildaland seemed the perfect place to keep them. She’d agreed to Caspian Sheridan’s request to look for them. While she looked, she couldn’t give any sign to Clay that this was the true reason she’d wanted to come here.

      Clay’s whirlwind landed them inside one of the long buildings Lorelei had seen from the outside the last time she was here. He was able to travel straight into the island’s small settlement without using the spell that lifted the surrounding mist. Now that she’d mastered moving with the storm, as she often thought of the finfolk ability to travel from place to place in just a few heartbeats, she should be able to do the same. She would have to try it when she found a chance.

      The interior of the long building wasn’t what Lorelei expected at all.

      For one thing, it was empty. They were alone.

      Clay still held her trapped against him, his belly to her back. He breathed a sigh into her hair.

      “Oh, how long I have waited to have you alone. Sweet Lorelei. You do me a great honor today.”

      Um...not likely. She gave his arm a squeeze, and felt his lips at her temple. She closed her eyes, her heart beating like hummingbird wings. Her mind was closed to him, because she could not risk him seeing too much.

      “Do not fear, my love. I would never hurt you.”

      Except for stealing your life. But who’s mentioning that?

      His lips moved along her jaw, and she tipped her throat up for his touch almost instinctively. She shouldn’t want his touch so badly, knowing the danger it held for her.

      Clay kissed her throat, spinning her so she faced him. His fingertips trailed down her back, making her shiver and suck in a quick breath.

      He chuckled, the sound stirring something in her, a tingle she could feel all the way to her toes.

      “Oh,” she breathed. The attraction she felt with Clay was far simpler than her true feelings about him, which were a rainbow swirl of awe, anger, and fear. Somehow she was still attracted to him, and it didn’t even feel like a betrayal of herself. If she ignored who he truly was, that would be the betrayal. But she couldn’t ignore it. She knew he was selfish, unkind unless kindness served his purpose. He was driven by motivations she didn’t agree with. And yet the attraction lingered.

      His hands reached lower, gripping her butt and pulling her back instantaneously from this edge.

      She clapped a hand to his chest. “Whoa, buddy. Hands to a safer location, please.”

      He smiled, but he did not move his hands. Still, when she shifted and moved out of his grip, he let her without question. She stepped away, smiling nervously back at him.

      She looked around the long room – it was fully decorated on the inside, nothing like what she expected from the bare logs and carven entries she had seen outside. The walls were a stucco sort of material, the color a muted blue-gray. Low couches strewn with what looked like silken throws lined one end, surrounding a vast fireplace bordered in a tile mosaic of rainbow-rich colors. An incredibly long table started at about the one-third mark, and seemed to be the major purpose of this building. But up above, she could see a low wall and more space, as if there were upstairs lofts bordering the edges of the room, leaving the ceiling a cavernous height in the social center of the space.

      “It looks like this space is meant for more than two,” Lorelei commented to Clay, who stood watching her, his expression unreadable since she’d stepped out of his arms.

      “I have a room upstairs. I didn’t think you would appreciate me taking you straight there.”

      “You thought right,” Lorelei shot back. She cocked her head to the side and considered him. “How likely is it that I could talk you into refreshments – and maybe a tour?”

      He moved closer, a hint of ferocity in his eyes. “Are you nervous alone with me?”

      “Of course I am, silly. Virgin, remember? And it’s pretty obvious what you’d like to happen here.”

      His smile widened. “In good time. I will not pressure you. Just pleasure you.”

      Lorelei blinked. She had nothing in her rhetorical repertoire sufficient to answer that. Not to mention he’d stolen the breath she would need to speak.

      Those eyes.

      Lorelei had never found Clay’s human shape – the one he’d adopted before they met and used on land with her ever since – as attractive as his finfolk shape. Which was super weird, being more attracted to a mer-creature than to an attractive human appearing man.

      “Clay…” She showed him the thought, and he straightened his shoulders, his brow furrowing as he tried to understand.

      “Ah...you would like to see me differently? For what purpose?” He’d barely spoken the words when what she saw shifted, and Vardon stood in front of her. “Is he the one you want to see?”

      She couldn’t ignore the hurt in Clay’s words. “No. That isn’t what I meant. I just...I want a fresh start, I guess.”

      He locked eyes with her. “Because of your birthday? I thought I had come far in your opinion, since that day.”

      “You have.” She rested a hand on his arm. “I understand so much more now. Anyway, it was just an idea...”

      His appearance changed again. Closer to the human form he normally wore with her, but subtly closer to his finfolk appearance, too. He didn’t look exactly human now—his cheekbones were a touch too high, his eyes too large and wide set. He gave a soft smile. “You like me more this way?”

      Lorelei laughed, because she’d been thinking exactly that, and of course he knew it. “I don’t know why it even matters how you look when I know you can change that so easily.”

      He watched her for a moment. “You mentioned a tour. Let me show you more of Ildaland.”

      He was keeping his promise not to pressure her. She was more grateful for the respite from the empty building than she cared to put into words.

      Light flooded in when Clay opened the door, making a long rectangle that stretched to Lorelei’s toes. His shadow overlaid it as he walked from the building, and its interruption gave Lorelei a feeling of foreboding. Why was she so nervous?

      She was here calculating how to potentially take a bunch of the finfolk’s prisoners off the island. She had a lot to figure out, all while hiding her thoughts from a mind reader and putting up with his romantic advances and all the feelings they stirred up in her.

      Simple. No reason for nerves at all.
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        * * *

      

      The sky was a curious shade of blue here. Lorelei hadn’t noticed that before. What did they call that shade? It was halfway to purple. Periwinkle! That was it. And in every direction she could make out the fog along the outer border of the island. Separating this place from the world of man.

      “Clay...what is this place? I don’t understand why the finfolk need an island hideaway.”

      “Hideaway?” He burst out laughing. “Oh, it is so much more than that. We are a sea-dwelling race, but we have needs that are not satisfied by the sea. For those, we have Ildaland.”

      They walked the length of what Lorelei had termed “Giant’s-Foot Valley” on her last visit. Clay told her no other name for it, so hers stuck.

      Today, unlike the last time she’d visited – without permission and destined to be caught by her Aunt Shona herself – people were clustered all around. They all had a purpose, and the valley hummed with activity. A circle of women sat weaving, singing as they worked, the melody joining with the smoke in the air, driven with the westward wind from the fire keeping the community kiln at full heat. Artisans worked clay into pots, similar to the ones being filled with smoked meats and pickled vegetables.

      There were human men and women here. And there were selkies. Lorelei smelled several selkies but couldn’t pick them out with all of the activity and all of the different smells. She paid particular attention to the elderly inhabitants, looking for the selkie elders. But she only saw old women, and the elders were both men. If they were here, how likely was it that they would be happily working away with everyone else? Not likely at all. They were probably being contained and controlled, if they were on the isle at all.

      Lorelei had her concerns about the extent of the mind control used to keep Ildaland’s inhabitants here. Maybe the elders were so mind-mojoed that they were fitting right in.

      Everyone was intermixed in a community living style similar to that employed in Finfolkaheem. She saw no signs of distress among the inhabitants. They seemed sedate, bent upon their tasks. Still, this place gave her chills.

      With Clay hovering close and measuring her reactions to this new part of finfolk culture, she’d barely managed to keep count of the people she saw. Thirty-six, she thought. Why did they all just stay here?

      “The people...why are there humans living here?” She didn’t dare to mention the selkies. She didn’t want him to realize the true reason for her interest in this place.

      “They have joined with us. They keep us comfortable, cared for.”

      “By choice?” she asked pointedly, smiling at him to soften her words.

      “Many,” he nodded, watching her lips distractedly. “Some not.”

      He leaned in, brushing her lips with his, with a soft groan she was sure he hadn’t meant to emerge. “I told you once that I would never keep a wife here on Ildaland. If you desire it, you will be my only wife, my only woman.”

      Lorelei closed her thoughts to him so he wouldn’t see her revulsion.

      Er...thanks?

      She put a hand on his chest, and he looked down at it with frustration. “When those ‘some’ don’t come here willingly...how in the world do you keep them here?”

      “In the world...whose world are you speaking of?”

      She shook her head. “Ours.”

      “Ah.” He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles one by one.

      Lorelei shivered, her body betraying her with want.

      “Clay?” she asked softly, struggling to keep her focus on their conversation, and on shielding her thoughts from Clay. She needed that shield for multiple reasons at the moment, and the sweet song of her nerves on fire with his touch was foremost among them.

      “This place exists outside of the world, sweet Lorelei.” He tipped her head back and looked into her eyes, the intensity in his expression making her belly clench and her skin prickle with goose bumps. “Once we bring them here, there is no return.”

      His kiss was welcome, because his words struck terror into her heart. Lorelei couldn’t think about this anymore...not in a place outside of her world, and not in Clay’s presence.

      So she kissed him. Her fingers ached to touch him, and she finally gave in. She stroked up his arms and worked her hands into his hair, feeling his heat envelope her as he wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off her feet.

      They spun into the whirlwind, and landed in the original building still in an embrace. His look was heated as he set her on her feet. His eyes on hers, he slipped his fingers under the hem of her shirt, testing her reaction.

      His fingers seared her bare skin, sending shockwaves down her spinal cord. She let his fingers rise, a blush filling her cheeks with heat. She wanted his touch. Oh, what would it be like to let him carry her up those stairs, to let him carry her away into forgetfulness…?

      His eyes went hooded, a split second before he swept her off her feet again and spun toward the spiral staircase at one end of the long room.

      Shit and double shit. “Clay! Just because I thought it doesn’t mean I’m ready!” she shouted in a panic.
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