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    She's determined to make a splash in his world...but what will she have to give up in the bargain? 
 
      
 
    As a performer in a traveling Gypsy freak show, Marina has seen her share of the world. Secretly, she’d give anything to settle down in a nice little town, in a nice little house, with nice little neighbors. And, perhaps, a very nice not-so-little man. So when Skipper King surprises her by seeing past her bizarre appearance, and charming her with his stories and jokes, Marina begins to hope that he—and Everland, WY—could be part of her future.  
 
    Desperate to sail once more, Skip has found the only place in the world where he can truly be himself. It’s only a matter of days until his new boat is complete, and he’ll be whole again. He’s not interested in being distracted by Neptune’s Collections of Wonders…until he sees the intriguing opening act. The Girl With The Fish’s Tail is fierce, graceful, exotic, and utterly fascinating, and not just because Skip is a former sailor. The more time he spends with his new mermaid friend, the more charmed he is.  
 
    The troupe’s famed fortune teller offers Marina a deal: she can live in Skipper’s world, but she’ll have to give up something in the bargain. Something so precious, Marina won’t realize its value until it’s too late. Is gaining her dreams worth the price? 
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    “Laaaaaaaadies and gentlemen, boys and girls! Step right up, step right up! Prepare to be mmmmmmyyyystified and ammmmmaaaaazed by the horrors and mmmmiracles of nature! Neptune’s Collection of Wonders has traveled alllllll across this vast continent to bring you the very essence of entertainment. Our rolling troupe contains the most incredible, most freakish oddities of the natural order that you can imagine! And all of them here to perform just for you, ladies and gentlemen! Step right up!” 
 
    Marina waved Daj away as the old woman tried to help her slide into the fancy porcelain tub. She’d done this so many times that the process of getting off the stool and sliding into the tub wasn’t any harder or more awkward than getting out during the performance.  
 
    Daj knew that, of course, and just smiled, blew a kiss, and whisked the stool away as Leander stepped up to pour a bucket of water over Marina’s tail. She winced at the noise the water made as it splashed against the porcelain, but knew that Vano’s great booming voice would cover whatever sounds leaked around the edge of the curtain they’d hung in front of the stage. 
 
    “Step right up and see the astounding Bearded Woman! Be awed by the Gargantuan’s tremendous size and strength! Marvel at Tiny Tim’s stupendous bicycle-riding, and the aeronautical feats of the Fabulous Flipponi Brothers! Wonder at Madame Vadoma’s mystical glimpses into the future! Step right up, step right up! Tickets very reasonable, step right up! 
 
    As usual, his hawking was wonderfully effective. Marina could hear the sounds of the townspeople milling around and chatting in front of the stage. Lem and Benny would be collecting money for tickets before they ran around the back of the converted wagon the troupe used as a stage to pick up their instruments, and she hoped that they’d collect enough tonight to let all of them have a bit of a rest.  
 
    Lord knew they deserved it. They’d been traveling so long. 
 
    “Prepare to be ammaaaaaazed and deeeeelighted, ladies and gentlemen! Prepare to feast your eyes on the fascinatingly freakish variations of nature! Prepare to gasp in pity and horror, in fear and in wonder, at the bizarre, unpredictable, inexplicable sights behind this curtain!” 
 
    Marina rolled her eyes at Vano’s outrageous claims. Freakish. Ha. She swished her tail in the water for good measure, splashing some across her chest and neck, careful to keep her makeup from smearing.  
 
    “Llllaaaaaadies and gentlemen, boys and girls! Prepare yourself…” Vano paused, the way only a showman could, his audience most assuredly in the palm of his hands. “For Neptune’s Collection of Wonders!”  
 
    With that, he pulled aside the curtain with a flourish, and Marina plastered a scowl on her face. Inside though, she was sighing with relief. Everland must be larger than other towns they’d traveled through recently, or at least the citizens were more desperate for entertainment; there must’ve been close to a hundred people peering up at her from where they’d gathered in front of the converted wagon. A hundred people, who didn’t have to travel from one place to another. Who all had actual houses with actual beds to lie in every night, and neighbors and relationships and backyards.  
 
     Do not think about the audience. Think about the show. Daj’s advice wormed into her brain. Thinking about the audience was dangerously distracting, especially when Marina envied them the way she did. But she used that envy, as she settled her features into the grimace Vano had coached from her, to appear fiercer and less approachable. 
 
    More freakish. 
 
    “And now, ladies and gentlemen, what better way to start than with my own daughter? That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, a man named Neptune, whose own daughter is one of the freaks you will gawk at this afternoon.”  
 
    Barely suppressing her eye roll, Marina ignored the way Vano stalked back and forth in front of the tub, entrancing the audience with his voice and expressions. Instead, she struggled to keep her fierce glower trained on various members of the audience, willing herself to become the freak they were here to see.  
 
    “A man named Neptune, in fact, who fathered this beautiful young woman…” There were snorts from the audience, as well there should be. With her black wig hanging bedraggled around her shoulders, and her face painted in that sharp angular way, there wasn’t anything beautiful about her. 
 
    “A beautiful young woman,” Vano continued, “who was born with a fish’s tail!”  
 
    On that cue, he swept aside as Benny began beating out a complicated rhythm and Lem’s flute joined in hauntingly. The audience gasped with delighted fixation when she flicked her fin over the lip of the tub, and began her dance.  
 
    Dance. That’s all this was, a dance. A seated dance, granted, but she could lose herself in the music just as she could any other dance. She preferred to move with her eyes closed, to focus on the rhythm and the pulse of her own muscles, but Vano wanted her to make eye contact with audience members, to glare at them, to make her jerky dance seem more violent.  
 
    So she compromised. As she wove her hands and arms in the complicated pattern she’d learned from that Hindoo three years before, she let her gaze flick over the audience, but didn’t rest on any one person. Otherwise, she’d lose the beat.  
 
    Instead, she focused on her movements and how to best time her next step. The music built to a crescendo, and Marina thrust out her arms and braced her hands against the edges of the tub. When the music cut off, everyone—from the audience to Vano to Marina herself—held their breaths. And then, in the stillness, she lifted her body. 
 
    When her tail became fully visible, there were more gasps and whispers and fingers pointed. She willed herself to concentrate on her facial expression and on holding her weight up off of the wooden blocks Vano had placed in the tub for her to rest on.  
 
    Then, as the music began once more, Marina lost herself in a different kind of dance. Flicking the purple-and-green scaled tail around the edge of the tub, she shifted her hands here and there so that the audience would see some or all of her, depending on her position. She was able to splash just enough water up into the air to make it look like there was more than just a bucketful in the tub with her. The tail flopped and flipped, draping artfully over the porcelain, and seeming to have a life of its own. 
 
    Which was, after all, the point.  
 
    The Girl With The Fish’s Tail. That’s how Vano had billed her for the last two years, as their small troupe traveled around the west, their wagons slow enough for news to travel ahead of them, town-to-town. It was not the most favorite dance Marina had ever performed, but there was a special kind of art to it all the same. She’d practiced until she could make the tail slide in and out of the tub, tantalizing the audience with its strangeness. The women shrank back from her faked angry gaze, accentuated by the harsh cheekbones and angular brows she’d learned to paint from the artist who’d traveled with them a few years ago. The men though, never seemed to mind her glare; they were too busy staring at her bare arms and thin chemise, probably trying to determine what exactly was fishy and what was womanly about her body. 
 
    Those stares were the reason Vano had her start wearing the wig and painting her face. He didn’t want anyone to suspect that his mermaid was the same flame-haired dancer they would slaver over later.  
 
    And for the most part, the stares didn’t bother her. She hadn’t been raised Gypsy, but she'd spent the last nine years of her life traveling about with Daj and Vano and Leander, living the Gypsy life, rather than in a fancy, stuffy drawing room somewhere. There was no place for embarrassment in her life. 
 
    Marina flexed her arms, pushed off with her tail, and slowly rotated her entire body until she balanced upside down. The tip of the purple fins pointed up at the clear blue sky, and she twisted in time with the music, concentrating on maintaining her balance. This was a popular dance among the Gypsy caravans they wintered with down in the great deserts to the south—although she’d never heard of anyone else who did it with a tail!—and she’d learned the basics during their last stay.  
 
    Although they’re probably watching me so raptly just in case my shirt falls down, not in any appreciation of the art. Thankfully, Christine had stitched the new chemise such that it covered everything, even while upside down.  
 
    Her hair was a different matter. Upside down like that, the black wig pulled away from her own tightly braided hair, and hung down to tickle her elbows. It was the only point in her performance that her face was completely visible, not obscured by the thick tendrils Daj and Christine had styled specifically for that purpose.  
 
    Balanced there, concentrating on her tail’s movements, Marina’s face was completely exposed. It shouldn’t matter, because the audience’s attention should be on her tail…or her chest. 
 
    But as her eyes swept the audience—not really focusing but remembering Vano’s instructions—she found the one man who didn’t care about the “shoulds.”  
 
    And nearly fell over.  
 
    He was looking at her. Looking at her face, her eyes! Why was he looking at her eyes? He should be looking at her arms, her waist, her tail, for goodness sake! How often did a stuck-in-the-middle-of-nowhere bumpkin see a girl with a fish tail? If nothing else, he should be peering breathlessly up at her body, waiting for a glimpse of skin to tease and tantalize! That was the whole point of a performance like this, a freak show dance. Didn’t he know anything? 
 
    And then the man winked, and Marina’s arms wobbled.  
 
    Hurriedly, she rotated her tail until it was parallel with the stage floor, and turned so that it hovered above the tub. Whew. At least she wouldn’t fall out of a full extension, down onto the blocks of wood or the hard porcelain. Now all she had to do now was carefully lower herself back into the tub, flipping her tail gracefully a few more times, then lift her noodle-y arms through a few more stanzas of the Hindoo dance before Vano cut off the music and ushered Christine and her beard onto the stage.  
 
    But halfway through the maneuver she made the mistake of glancing out over the audience again, and met the man’s eyes once more. They really were a piercing shade of light brown, weren’t they? Something right above her elbow twitched, and she cursed herself. Stupid! This is why you don’t ever focus on them! 
 
    Luckily, she was far enough into the twist that when her arms gave out—thanks to that confusing wink, no doubt—she landed in the tub, rather than outside. That would’ve ruined the show, no doubt, and they’d have an angry audience-turned-mob demanding their money back, like that show back in Kansas. As it was, the inelegant oof she inadvertently let out when her backside hit the wooden block was enough for Vano to step forward with his brows raised.  
 
    Although the music still beat through the back curtain, Marina didn’t lift her arms to finish the performance with her usual dance. Instead, her gaze slid back over the audience, completely against her will, and met his. 
 
    The stranger was unremarkable at first glance. Handsome, but no more than Leander. Well-built, but no better than Nic. Dark blonde hair, pulled back in a sailor’s queue, with high cheekbones and wide lips. But it was those eyes, under straight slashes of darker brows, which made him noticeable. Made her notice him.  
 
    And when he twitched one of those brows, inexplicable warmth flooded her cheeks, and she flashed a desperate glance toward Vano. There was no way she could pick up the dance again, not with her heart pounding against her chest in an entirely different rhythm. Who was this man who didn’t do what she expected? 
 
    Luckily, Vano knew her well enough to understand…or maybe he could read the panic on her face. Either way, he hurried to close the curtain on thunderous applause, hawking the next act already.  
 
     Marina might’ve sat there, stunned, for another hour, staring at the inside of the curtain. But while Christine—and her shapely calves, bearded chin, and stunning voice—would distract the audience out front for a few minutes, the rest of them had to prepare the stage for the Fabulous Flipponi brothers. Or, as she knew them, Leander and Marco. 
 
    Leander himself—Vano’s son—scooped her up out of the tub, breaking her daze, and trotted towards the steps leading out back. From behind, she heard Nic—the troupe’s Gargantuan—grunt as he lifted the porcelain tub, wooden blocks and all, and hefted it behind the back curtain. They’d worked together for a long time, this troupe, and each knew exactly what their role should be. 
 
    Should. There was that word again. Everything happened like rote. Except for today. Except when she met the eyes of a stranger who did the unexpected. 
 
    Shaking her head, Marina forced herself to focus on the show. She thanked Leander with a smile as he settled her on a chair beside Daj.  
 
    He patted her on her wig and quipped, “Nice trick, Fins. But better ask Dad before you debut anything else.” His teasing grin told her that he wasn’t going to let her live down her blunder. 
 
    As he ran back to finish limbering up, Daj handed her a wet cloth to wipe the harsh makeup off. As the old woman knelt beside the chair to focus on her tail, Marina took a steadying breath, and then another.  
 
    The show. Regardless of that man out there, she had to focus on the show.  
 
    Besides… A slow, calculating smile spread across her face. He should like her next act even more. They always did. 
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    “You’re doing it wrong.” 
 
    Skip blinked when his friend’s elbow dug into his side. “Huh?” 
 
    “I said you’re doing it wrong.” Rupert was smirking. 
 
    “Doing what wrong?” 
 
    The other man jerked his chin towards the wagon that had been set up like a stage. “A beautiful woman just got done dancing around in nothing but skin and veils, and you weren’t paying her any attention, were you?” 
 
    Skip frowned. Had he? No, that wasn’t true. “I was paying her attention.” She’d been slender and graceful, and had worn a paste jewel in her belly button like the dancers he’d seen in North Africa. Most of the other dancers he’d seen try that trick here in America were of fairly loose morals. But this veil dancer had taken her job seriously; although her flowing skirt and cropped blouse had shown plenty of skin at her calves and midriff, she’d worn veils across her face and flowing hair. Which is why Rupert’s claim made no sense. “I just didn’t think she was beautiful.” 
 
    “What? Are you dead, man?” 
 
    Skip chuckled. “Her face was hidden entirely by that purple veil. How could you possibly tell if she was beautiful?” Now it was time for him to elbow Rupert. “Unless you were judging her beauty based on her knees. And waist. Sure was a lot of skin showing, huh?” Was it his imagination, or was his friend blushing? “What would Bonnie say if she knew you were staring so hard at another woman’s legs?” 
 
    “She’d probably understand.” Rupert smiled and nodded politely to one of the townspeople who were drifting away from the Gypsy troupe’s wagon-stage now that the show was over. “She runs a whorehouse, after all.” 
 
    Ah, yes. Skip kept forgetting that the delightful Mrs. Cole—who’d been married to his partner years before, and only recently reconciled with him—was actually the madam of the nearby town of Haskell’s only such establishment. It was easy to forget, when she fit in so swimmingly with the rest of society. Instead of admitting that he’d forgotten why his friend’s wife would be forgiving of such a transgression, Skip just grunted.  
 
    Rupert, knowing him so well, laughed. “You’re right though, I was just assuming she was beautiful. You, on the other hand, didn’t seem at all interested in her.” 
 
    The show’s final act had been titillating. Gypsies had a reputation for impropriety, from crime to lewdness, but he’d enjoyed the show nonetheless. To a man who’d lived so many years at sea, he could appreciate another set of wanderers. People who lived as carefree and wild as a masthead pendant, and didn’t let society dictate their actions. The Gypsies were somehow appealing, but the dancer just hadn’t held his attention. 
 
    Shrugging, Skip shoved his hands into his pockets. “I thought that the other acts were more interesting.” 
 
    The two men meandered away from the clearing, back towards town. “I was watching you, Skip. You thought the wagon was more interesting.” 
 
    “Belay that!” Skip protested, but his heart wasn’t in it. “She was a fine dancer! And…” He smiled ruefully. “The wagon was particularly well-designed. Did you see the way they’d braced the side, so that when it opened up it became part of the floor? For the stage? I thought that was brilliant. And removing all but two ribs to support the curtain, and the backdrop? Just—” 
 
    “Alright, alright!” Rupert interrupted, laughing. “Once a woodworker, always a woodworker.” 
 
    “What?” Skip bumped his friend’s shoulder. “That’s why we’re partners. You need me to think up things like that. You stink at design work.” 
 
    Luckily, Rupert wasn’t offended. “I know it. And I know that as soon as you’ve finished up those embellishments for Bonnie’s new…um… House, you’ll go right back to your models, won’t you?” 
 
    “Likely.” Skip nodded to Gaston, who was being harangued by his wife, Eunice. Probably for staring too hard at the veil dancer’s belly button. “Until you get us another contract, at least.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry there. Haskell’s expanding prodigiously. Most of it will be for my side of the business, just basic construction. Which’ll leave you here in Everland to handle the fiddly bits.” 
 
    “Woodworking,” Skip corrected his partner absentmindedly.  
 
    “That’s what I said, the fiddly bits.” 
 
    Skip smiled. He missed this teasing, this friendship. Since Rupert had married and begun to split his time between the two towns, life had gotten lonelier around Everland. At least, in Skip’s little corner… 
 
    “I’ll bet I know the next thing you’ll carve, too. Now that you’ve finished Bonnie’s bar, and most of that boat of yours.”  
 
    Skip hadn’t paid much attention to Rupert’s sly tone. “Hmm?” 
 
    “A mermaid.” 
 
    Skip stopped in his tracks, turning an incredulous look on Rupert, who grinned. 
 
    “What? You’ve been distracted since the very opening act. That’s why you didn’t pay any attention to the acrobats—although that troupe with the Chinese twins that came through last year was better—or the strong man or anything. Even that dancer with the particularly nice…knees.” 
 
    Leave it to Rupert to see right to the heart of the matter. “See? That’s why I miss you.” 
 
    The other man grinned widely and began to walk backwards, leaving Skip no choice but to follow. “What, Gordy and Max can’t see through you as easily as I can?” 
 
    “Max has been stuck out on Dmitri’s new horse ranch since he got back with the stock from Russia, and Gordy’s too wrapped up in his new restaurant and the idea of becoming a father.” Besides, he hadn’t known any of them as long as he’d known Rupert. 
 
    “Also, they’re too polite to make fun of you.” 
 
    Skip pretended to scowl after his best friend. “I should’ve never saved your life, all those years ago.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rupert replied flippantly as he turned back around to walk normally. “Would’ve been much easier to leave me in that ditch. But then, who would keep you from your melancholy over the sight of a beautiful freak?” 
 
    Skip tried to trip the other man, but Rupert just chuckled and stepped over the offending foot. “I’m right, aren’t I? You’ve been thinking about that mermaid.” 
 
    “She’s not a freak.” 
 
    “I am right!” Rupert exclaimed, and then dodged Skip’s swipe. “You’re defending her honor!” 
 
    “I am not.” Skip rolled his eyes. “I’m just saying that she’s not a mermaid.” 
 
    “Well, I know that. I was worried that you, with your history of being stuck at sea for months at a time, might have some sort of unhealthy obsession with half-fish creatures. Of course,” —Rupert’s tone grew speculative as they walked— “it always seemed to me, that if you were so desperate to see a woman that you had to imagine one, it’d be silly to imagine one whose lower half was of a fishy nature, when a set of long legs were really all you—“ 
 
    “Stow it!” Skip glared at his friend’s chuckle. “I’m not one of those weak-minded sailors whose imaginations went wild anytime a porpoise swam by.” Although he had heard plenty of stories about the mythical half-woman, half-fish, he knew they were just so much ripped canvas. On a few occasions he’d seen men hawking glimpses of “real” mermaids for a few cents, but those had turned out to be half a monkey skeleton sewn to the bottom half of a salmon. This was the first time he’d ever seen a live mermaid. 
 
    Or rather, a live not-a-mermaid. “I just was surprised to see such a” —Beautiful. Mesmerizing— “different kind of performance.” 
 
    “Oh, it was different alright,” Rupert chuckled as the men reached the train station. “I’ve seen Gypsies dance on their hands before—usually it’s just done to tease the men, who hope the dancer’s shirt might fall down, right? But to do it while wearing a tail? That’s unique.”  
 
    Unique. Yes. That was the word for it. Skip grunted in agreement. 
 
    Rupert tilted his head to one side, staring off along the tracks. “That was a well-made costume, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Skip had to agree. The tail had been a work of art, shimmering like it was wet and shining in the sun when she’d balanced upside down like that. It was form-fitting and somehow sensual, like the dancer had been poured into it. 
 
    As if thinking the same line, Rupert asked speculatively, “I wonder if she was wearing anything under it?” 
 
    The image rose, unbidden, through Skip’s mind. The girl wiggling her way into her costume, her nude legs disappearing under the shimmer and glitter of fish scales. The girl undulating lazily through the water, her moves as sensual and sinuous as they’d been on the stage. The girl bursting out of the surface of his lake, the sun catching the water droplets on her lashes and lips when she smiled.  
 
    Whoa. 
 
    “Skip?” Vaguely, he became aware that Rupert had said something to him, but when he raised a brow at his friend, the other man just chuckled. “Never mind. You were thinking about her, weren’t you?” 
 
    Nine years. That’s how long it had been since Skip had found Rupert close to death in Denver, and nursed him back to health. Nine years since the two of them had founded a partnership and a business, and had headed north to Wyoming. Nine years that they’d lived together, in Skip’s home by the lake, until Rupert had found Bonnie and moved to Haskell. Rupert knew him better than anyone else alive. 
 
    So, in deference to those nine years, Skip admitted the truth aloud. “She’s a mermaid. That’s hard to forget.” 
 
    “You know…” Rupert cocked his head to one side.  “When I was buying the tickets I heard that they have visitation hours tomorrow.” At Skip’s questioning eyebrow, he waved back towards the wagon caravan, just visible in the distance. “You know, where you can go meet the performers, and talk to them…for a fee.”  
 
    Meet the performers. Skip grunted. He had to admit that sounded interesting. Almost as interesting as a woman who wore a fish’s tail. 
 
    “Come on,” Rupert clapped Skip on the shoulder.  “You’ll be lonely once I’m gone. You could spend all day tomorrow cooped up in that ridiculously large house of yours… Or you could take yourself down to the Gypsies and maybe introduce that fierce little mermaid to your mermaid, assuming she doesn’t mind lewd tattoos. She’s probably used to lewd—” 
 
    “Fine, fine!” Skip held up his hands and backed away, surrendering to his friend’s nagging. “I’ll keep it in mind. Happy?” 
 
    Rupert’s smile was all the answer needed, but he still said, “I’m married to the most wonderful woman in the world, old friend. How could I be anything but happy?” Skip snorted, but Rupert continued, “And I’d like to make sure that all of my friends are this happy. Gordy and Dmitri are all set, so that leaves you and Max—“ 
 
    Again, Skip interrupted. “Belay that nonsense! We may be friends, but I don’t need you to act the matchmaker.” Especially since there was no woman in the small town of Everland that had managed to keep Skip’s attention for more than a few days.  
 
    No woman nearly as interesting as the one he’d just seen. Maybe he would take Rupert’s advice, and go chat with her—the girl with the fish’s tail—tomorrow after he finished his morning’s work. After all, when would he be likely to meet a mermaid again? 
 
    Rupert smiled and held out his hand. “Alright, I’ll leave you alone. But I worry about you when I’m gone.” 
 
    Skip shook his friend’s hand, pretending to scowl. “I’m not a little girl, and you’re not a meddling grandmother. Stow it.” 
 
    “Assuming that’s salty-sailor speak for ‘Stop it, Rupert, you magnificent paragon of friendship,’ I will.” A distant train whistle had Rupert peering into the distance, and when he glanced back at Skip, he seemed more serious. “Meeting a genuine mermaid—even one as angry-looking as that one—would make the ocean seem closer for you.” 
 
    The ocean. His first love, the one thing he genuinely mourned. But he forced a smile and said tightly, “I doubt it. She’s not a real mermaid, after all.” 
 
    Rupert held his gaze for a few seconds longer than necessary, and then shrugged. “I dropped my luggage off inside this morning, so I’d better go get my ticket. I want to oversee Mr. Henry loading the crate with your bar, because there’ll be hell to pay if Bonnie finds out it cracked in transit. I’ll be back in a few weeks with another batch of measurements for new designs.” 
 
    “Safe travels, my friend.” 
 
    Rupert nodded and climbed the steps to the station. At the top though, he turned around and smiled once more. “When I get back, I expect you to take me out on your completed ship.” 
 
    Skip returned the smile. “It’s a boat, not a ship, you lubber.” 
 
    “Whatever. As long as it’ll float. And actually, you know, move.” 
 
    “She’ll float, don’t you worry.” He’d already had her out on the lake to test. “And she’ll be the fleetest thing under two sails that lake has ever seen.” 
 
    Rupert acknowledged the boast with a wave and entered the station, and Skip turned towards home. Towards his lake, and his boat. Towards the only place he could belong anymore.  
 
    But along the way, he found himself thinking of the mermaid. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TWO 
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    “Marina, love, you’ve been requested.” Daj’s voice drifted around the corner of the wagon. 
 
    “Hmmm?”  
 
    Marina was stretched out on her stomach on the ground, reading the latest edition of the Everland Weekly Mirror. The cool grass tickled between her bare toes as she devoured the stories about life in the town. What would it be like to spend every week in the same place? To see more than just the same dozen people over and over again? To have a place to belong? 
 
    “Marina? Girl, where are you?” 
 
    Rousing herself, she called, “Here, Daj,” just as the old woman hobbled around the end of the wagon, not as fast as she once was.  
 
    “There you are!” Daj clucked her tongue. “Hurry, hurry, little one. You have a request, and Vano says for the amount of money the gadjo is donating, he can talk to you all he wants.” 
 
    “A request? Me?” Marina sat up, folding the newspaper and frowning. “Vano always said that I—” 
 
    “I know, I know.” Daj rested her weight on her cane with a sigh, her mouth lined with weariness that hadn’t been there last year. She waved her free hand dismissively. “But this man, he is different, I think. Unexpected.” 
 
    This man. Marina couldn’t help but remember the man who’d winked at her yesterday when she balanced upside down. He’d done the unexpected, and not just during her mermaid performance. It was later, when she performed the veil dance, that he’d surprised her. He watched, but not nearly as entranced as he’d been when he’d seen her tail. What kind of man was more interested in a fake mermaid than a Gypsy veil dancer? Why, she’d even worn her best purple navel jewel, specifically to draw his eye. But he’d spent her dance distracted. 
 
    Daj had just finished saying something, and Marina blinked. “What?” Just because this gadjo had surprised Daj—although arguably it was difficult to surprise an infamous fortune-teller—didn’t mean that it was the same man. Probably. Possibly. 
 
    The old woman grinned, showing off her surprisingly perfect teeth. “I said that you’d best get ready. Vano is escorting the gadjo around the camp to die time.” 
 
    “Kill time?” Marina absentmindedly corrected, already worrying about what Vano wanted. 
 
    “Yes, this is what I mean. Kill time, waste time, find time, make time.” The old woman’s sing-song cadence calmed Marina, since she was the one who’d taught the Romani woman the English phrases over the years. “Vano will take the man to meet Rebecca, yes? Rebecca will distract the gadjo for a while, I think.” 
 
    And that quickly, at the mention of the beautiful blonde woman, Marina grew anxious again. “What does Vano want from me?” She tucked her legs under her and stood, trying not to tower over the old woman, or to let Daj see how much the answer worried her. “He always said that I wouldn’t have to meet the men, no matter how well they paid. He always said that I didn’t have to…” 
 
    She couldn’t say the word. No matter that she’d lived with Vano and his troupe for years, she hadn’t been raised Gypsy. The idea of sleeping with men for money was distasteful to her, but years ago the leader had assured her that he’d respect her wishes. 
 
    And Daj, bless her, understood. “Calm yourself, girl. My son is a man of his word.” She smiled. “It is not the veil dancer this man wants to meet.” 
 
    Not the veil dancer? Marina’s brows rose in surprise. Her dance had been the most popular part of Vano’s troupe—“Neptune’s Collection,” as he’d named them—since she’d debuted it four years ago. Every single time they stopped in a town and allowed the townspeople to wander through and meet the performers—for a price, of course—men would request “one-on-one” time with the veil dancer. But Vano knew that he couldn’t protect Marina from unwanted advances in those situations, so he’d made a flat rule that the veil dancer wasn’t available to meet.  
 
    That unwanted attention was the reason Marina wore a wig during her mermaid dance, and a veil over her face and hair during her other performance. She could stand having strangers stare at her body, as long as they didn’t see her. Her body wasn’t really her, and none of the men who came to gawk at her on stage really understood that.  
 
    One day, she would find a man who did understand that, and it would be wonderful. She would live with him in a real house, in a real town, with real neighbors. But every town they stopped in reminded Marina that she didn’t have those things. Instead, she had to spend her time in towns hiding behind the supply wagon, reading whatever she could find, and hoping that no stranger came looking for her. 
 
    And every stop, Leander would take great pleasure in teasing Marina by reporting exactly how many strangers would ask for the veil dancer, and how much money they’d offered Vano to meet with the mysterious woman. Rebecca, with her flashy red lips and her eager fiddle, never got as many requests, which irritated her to no end.  
 
    “Granddaughter, are you listening? You need to ready yourself.” 
 
    Marina still didn’t understand, and her heart raced as she tried to. “What do you mean? Has Vano gone back on his word? Who is this gadjo? Why do I have to see him? You’ve never—“ 
 
    Daj placed her hand on Marina’s arm, and the younger woman stilled, as always, to feel the warmth and calmness the famed fortune teller managed to share. There was something about Daj’s touch—as feeble as it was becoming—that brought undeniable comfort and strength to Marina. 
 
    If she didn’t know better, she’d guess it was magic.  
 
    “Vano is granting this man’s request, because he has requested time with the mermaid.” 
 
    Marina’s eyes grew wide. “The mermaid?” she breathed the question. No man had ever requested the mermaid before.  No man had ever looked at the mermaid—looked at her when she was the mermaid—and seen a woman worthy of speaking to.  
 
    Except, maybe, one. 
 
    Was it him? 
 
    Maybe it was something in her expression or the way her breathing changed. Maybe it was her fortune-telling magic. Whatever it was, Daj smiled and patted Marina’s arm. “I don’t know anything about him, Granddaughter, except that Vano has approved his request. My son is killing time with the gadjo while you prepare. Nic has dragged the tub out for you, and I have your tail and wig.” 
 
    When Marina continued to stare, her mind skipping ahead and whirling with a million questions, Daj pinched her. “Hurry, hurry! Vano will not like it if the gadjo looses his patience and leaves.” 
 
    Business first. Of course. Marina smiled and took the old woman’s arm. “’Lose,’ Daj.” 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “The man might lose his patience, not loose.” 
 
    Daj clucked her tongue, but then smiled, leading Marina towards a chair set up beside the tub. “English is hard.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Marina teased as she wiggled her way into the tail, and then untied her skirt to drop it around the costume. “But I still think that you make mistakes on purpose to give me something to do.” 
 
    The old woman didn’t say anything as she handed her a mirror and a plate of face powders, then began to tug Marina’s thick black hair into a crown of tight braids. Still, Marina met her clear gaze in the mirror a few times, and knew that the old woman was smiling. The knowledge helped calm her about the upcoming meeting. 
 
    They’d worked together often enough that Marina was completely transformed into a mermaid in a short amount of time and sitting in her tub—without the wooden blocks—splashing in the little amount of water, when Vano rounded Marco’s wagon with the stranger. 
 
    It was him. 
 
    The man in the crowd yesterday, who’d winked at her and caused her to lose concentration. The man who’d done the unexpected. The man she’d been thinking about all morning. 
 
    Vano swept a bow, saying something to the man, but Marina wasn’t listening. She was too busy staring at the man’s strong jaw, his broad shoulders, his caramel eyes. He wore his shirt sleeves buttoned at the wrists like he was going to church or a formal call. Did he think the mermaid was special enough to warrant dressing up? 
 
    And then Vano was gone, and the stranger sunk into the wooden chair Daj had left. Was that normal? Should he be sitting? Shouldn’t he gawk and stare and then move on? 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Oh. Hmmm. Apparently he was planning on staying. Should she respond? Encourage him? Vano had always told her that by appearing fierce and angry as a mermaid, men wouldn’t see her as the beautiful veil dancer.  
 
    “I’m Skipper King.” 
 
    Shoot. He wanted to have a conversation. Christine—their bearded woman—had told her that some men were like that; genuinely interested in understanding what life as a freak was like. Maybe he was one of those?  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    Well, she was being rude by not talking, and Vano would be angry if the man demanded his money back. She took a deep breath. “Marina.” 
 
    And his eyes grew round, like he was shocked. Did he not think she could speak? “Marina?” he repeated in a whisper. His gaze dropped to her tail, and he got a sickly expression on his face. 
 
    No, not her tail. The water. He was looking at the water she was sitting in, and it made him ill? 
 
    “What do you do, Skipper King?” She blurted the question, not even sure why she was encouraging the conversation. All she knew was that she didn’t like to see him looking sick. 
 
    The distraction worked. He swallowed and looked back up at her face. “I’m a woodworker. My partner and I have built or improved on most of the buildings in town. How about you?” His eyes widened at the silly question. “I mean…” His gesture managed to encompass the tub, her tail, and all of the surrounding wagons. “I mean, I know what you do, I just meant…”  
 
    Then he lowered his hand, and he grinned sheepishly. “I don’t know what I meant, actually.” 
 
    She liked his smile. “I’m a dancer.” Was it alright to tell him that? Was that too much of a hint that under this wig and makeup, she was really the veil dancer? 
 
    But he only cocked his head to one side. “Yes. Yes, I can see that. What you did yesterday, the way you performed, the way you balanced…that was remarkable.” He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “I’ve never seen anything like it. You were graceful and strong and…” He caught himself, and grinned again. “Sorry. You must hear that all the time.” 
 
    “No,” she whispered, and then realized that she was staring wide-eyed at his lips. “No one has ever said…” Shoot. She probably wasn’t supposed to say things like that. “Usually, the gadjo men want to meet Rebecca, the fiddle player. Or…or the veil dancer.” 
 
    “The veil dancer was just as graceful as you, Marina, but you are much more interesting.” 
 
    Her eyes widened further. Did this man do nothing as expected? Just the sound of her name on his lips was enough to make her pulse pound. He was saying everything she’d ever hoped to hear from a man, without realizing it. 
 
    They sat in awkward silence for another few heartbeats, before he shifted and looked away. “What does that word mean? Your father, he called me ‘gadjo’ as well.” 
 
    Grateful for the change in conversation, Marina spoke a little too quickly, “It is a Gypsy word for anyone who isn’t one of them. Us.” 
 
    “You’re a Gypsy too? You don’t speak with the same accent as Vano.” 
 
    How to answer that without giving away too much background? “Um...yes?”  
 
    “I just thought…” His smile flashed. “With you being a mermaid and all…” 
 
    Marina winced and scrambled to recover. “Half Gypsy, I meant.”  
 
    When he started to chuckle, she knew that he’d seen through her attempt. She scowled, and decided to give him a bit of the truth after all. “Fine. I’m not a Gypsy. Vano’s mother found me nine years ago and brought me to live with the troupe. I’ve been raised with Vano’s son—Leander is one of the acrobats. They are my family now.” There. Every word of that was true. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Where’d she find you?” There was a teasing light in his eyes that she liked far too much. 
 
    She found herself leaning towards him when she said, “On the beach, of course. Where else?” 
 
    And then he burst into laughter, and she was stunned by the sound. It felt…right. The sound of his joy made her heart sing in a way that only dance had done before. When he threw his head back, and the sun caught the long golden column of his throat, Marina stopped breathing. 
 
    He was beautiful. 
 
    Maybe because she was staring at his throat, thinking how glorious it would feel to touch his skin, that she noticed the darkness at the base of it, where his shirt wasn’t quite buttoned up. It wasn’t hair… 
 
    Before she could think better of it, her hand had darted out and pulled his collar open wider. There was something under there. 
 
    But he sucked in a startled breath and pulled away faster than she expected, reaching for his collar to pull it closed. Marina almost groaned aloud at her own stupidity. She’d reached out and grabbed a man’s shirt? To expose his skin? What would he think of her? 
 
    Well, he’d probably think she was like Rebecca, for sale to any man with a winning smile and money. 
 
    The problem, Marina discovered as she stared into his shocked face with as even an expression as she could manage, was that he did have a very winning smile. And very touchable skin. 
 
    He wasn’t smiling now though. No, instead he stared at her with a mixture of shock and concern. Did he fear that she was going to rip his clothes off of him? Maybe. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she forced herself to say. Forced herself to meet his suspicious caramel eyes without blushing. “I thought I saw a tattoo under your shirt, and I wanted to see it.” 
 
    His shoulders slowly relaxed. “So you decided to pull my shirt off of me?”  
 
    She met his eyes and kept her face as bland as possible. “It seemed the most expeditious method.” 
 
    His lips quirked. “Apparently the sea people have a lax definition of acceptable social behavior.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to apologize again. “The sea people have a lax definition about many things. They don’t wear shirts to begin with.” 
 
    This time his laughter sounded surprised. “You’re a treasure, Marina-the-mermaid. I’m glad I talked Vano into letting me meet with you.” 
 
    So am I, Mister Skipper King.  
 
    Instead of voicing the thought though, she just sat back in the tub and draped her arms over the sides. When she noticed his eyes drawn to the bare skin of her shoulders, she smiled. “But the sea people don’t have tattoos.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “I don’t run into many people who look for tattoos. Most refined people consider them rude and barbarous. But as it happens…” 
 
    Marina’s breath caught in her throat when he rolled up first one shirt sleeve, then the other. He hadn’t been wearing his Sunday best to meet her after all; he’d simply worn his sleeves rolled down—even in this heat—to cover his tattoos.  
 
    Skipper King’s forearms were covered in wiry hair a few shades darker than the hair on his head. And each contained several images, picked out in ink that was darker still—an anchor and a heart on his right forearm, and words on his left.  
 
    Without thinking, she reached out and took his left hand, twisting his arm to be able to read the Bible passage she’d recognized. But it wasn’t until he sucked in a breath that she realized her forwardness once again. Shoot. She shouldn’t have grabbed him like that. 
 
    And then she noticed the sensation of his skin against hers. His palm was callused, his hands covered in small scars. From his woodworking? But how could those scars, those calluses, account for the warmth that spread from his skin to hers?  
 
    It reminded her of the peace she felt when Daj touched her, but how could this man make her feel that way? 
 
    Maybe it was magic. 
 
    “Marina,” he breathed, and the sound of her name on his lips made her stomach flip.  
 
    Flustered, she dropped his hand and watched him clasp it in his other. He rubbed one set of knuckles in a gesture that seemed like an old habit, and she couldn’t tear her gaze from his hands.  
 
    When he cleared his throat, her eyes snapped back up to his, and then away. “I…We used to have a tattooed woman in the troupe. She was popular with the audience.” 
 
    His chuckle was dry, forced. “I can imagine,” he said in such a knowing way, that she suspected he knew exactly how much skin a tattooed woman had to show off.  
 
    The water had long ago soaked through the material of her tail, but she didn’t mind. It felt odd to be sitting in water, without moving or balancing or dancing, but it was completely worth it. Worth it if she could continue to sit here, talking to him.  
 
    “I got this one in London” —he was pointing at the anchor—“when I was seventeen. And this one in Bombay the next year.” 
 
    She was leaning forward again, desperate to learn more about him. “Why were you in London and Bombay? You don’t sound British.” 
 
    His smile flashed. “You’re a well-traveled mermaid, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” She nodded solemnly, her heart dancing to be able to banter with him. “Everywhere the ocean touches, after all.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Me too. I am—I was a sailor. I spent years sailing and steaming around the world.” 
 
    “And during your years at sea, did you meet any other mermaids?” 
 
    “I’ve seen porpoises, and narwhals.” His eyes gleamed as he leaned forward conspiratorially. “And even the most elusive of all…pretty maids.” He winked. “Almost as pretty as you.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. Her? The makeup she was wearing had been designed specifically to hide her beauty, to obscure her features. To make her look angular and fierce, rather than inviting. 
 
    A little irritated that he was lying to her, she frowned and changed the subject. “If you lived such an exciting life on the water, how did you end up so far from the ocean, building towns?” 
 
    Something like pain darkened his expression, and he looked across the clearing towards the town. His voice was a little gruffer when he said, “I was injured. I can’t sail anymore.” 
 
    Did that have something to do with why he hadn’t looked at her tail more than a few times? Why he looked ill whenever he stared too long at the water in the tub? Did he miss it so very much?  
 
    This time, when she reached her hand out to place it on his forearm, she did it purposefully. She wanted to comfort him, however she could. “I’m sorry, Skipper. You must miss it terribly.” 
 
    “I do.” His eyes were sad, and he placed his other hand over hers. That same warmth shot through her at the touch of his skin. 
 
    He blinked, then forced a chuckle. “I…uh. I’ve never told anyone that.” 
 
    “Your friends have guessed though.” 
 
    “Yes.” He stared into her eyes. “Probably.” 
 
    “Tell me about them.” 
 
    So she spent the next hour learning about the town of Everland, and the King and Cole construction company’s plans for the future, and Skipper’s friends among the townspeople. She laughed at his stories and asked questions until she was enjoying his gossip as if she’d known these people her entire life. 
 
    In return, she described life with the Gypsy troupe, careful not to reveal too much. But he didn’t seem interested in tripping her up, or forcing her to admit the truth—that she wasn’t an actual mermaid. Instead, he asked questions about the other members, and laughed along at her stories of misadventures and performances gone sour.  
 
    It seemed so natural to be sitting in a bathtub—a bathtub!—chuckling and teasing a complete stranger. Marina saw Daj and Vano peeking at her once or twice, but she just smiled and waved. This experience was…invigorating. While she’d never wanted to meet a member of their audience dressed as the veil dancer, there was something almost freeing about meeting him dressed as a freak. As the Girl With The Fish’s Tail, she didn’t need to worry about Skipper eyeing her as a woman…she could just be herself. 
 
    And it was wonderful. They chatted, they laughed, they teased. He seemed relaxed as he stretched his gloriously long legs out in front of him, and crossed those inked forearms in front of his chest. He smiled easily, but didn’t cover his tattoos in front of her. And he didn’t once point out the ridiculousness of the situation. 
 
    They compared lives spent wandering from place to place—her in a wagon, and him on the ocean. Only, after he’d seen France and China and the paradise of the south Pacific, he’d settled down in Everland, Wyoming. He never said why, but Marina could hear the satisfaction in his voice when he spoke about his business and his home.  
 
    And later, long after he’d rolled down his sleeves and said his goodbyes—reluctantly, or had she just imagined that?—Marina thought about his face when he’d talked about his life. He was proud, here in Everland, but he missed his life on the sea. How could that be? How could anyone, knowing what it was like to never have a real home, never know real stability, miss that life? 
 
    One thing was for certain; if she was ever offered the chance to settle down in a town like Everland, and with a man like Skipper King, she would take it. She wanted to live in that world.  
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    Skip shooed young Eddie Hawthorne out the door of his workshop. “Don’t forget to wash those trousers before your mother sees them. The vinegar stain will come out if you do it right away.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” The boy quipped cheekily. “And you don’t forget to come up with something less smelly and more fun on Friday.” 
 
    When Skip reached out in a fake attempt to cuff the boy, Eddie ducked and laughed, then scampered for the door. He’d worked hard that day—as he did every day he came to learn from Skip after school—and deserved something more interesting to do when he returned. 
 
    Eddie’s mother had married Vincenzo Bellini last year, but at his new stepfather’s request, the boy had changed his name back to his birth name, Hawthorne. Skip didn’t know the details of it, but knew the boy was so much happier and more focused now that Vincenzo was in his life. He was easier to teach and to train too, since he’d taken up learning violin like his stepfather.  
 
    Eddie had a skill for woodworking and model-making that Skip had nurtured, because it made him happy too. Today, though, the boy had spent his hours staining the chest of drawers they’d made for Ian Crowne’s new son Erik. Since all that the piece needed now was time for the color to soak in, Skip had turned his attention to the cabinets his friend Gordy had commissioned for his new restaurant, while Eddie finished up the staining process. 
 
    And apparently, Eddie was a messy stainer, judging from the state of his trousers. Thank goodness he’d been wearing Skip’s old apron, or Arabella Bellini might never forgive him. 
 
    Chuckling, he watched Eddie plunge—fully clothed—into the cold waters of Lake Enchantment. Not what Skip had meant, but oh well. Hopefully it worked. 
 
    Skip left the door open when he stepped back into his workshop and took a deep breath. The early-summer breeze coming off the lake and the crisp smell of wood shavings made this his favorite time of year. But not quite his favorite place. He loved his workshop, yes, but there was someplace he’d rather be… 
 
    He crossed through his shop and entered his boat house. Being in construction meant that, whenever he’d needed more room to work, he’d just built on. His house—opulent for a single man like himself—was on the other side of his workshop, but this… This was his real home.  
 
    He’d started building the boat years ago, when he realized that Lake Enchantment was the only place where he could belong anymore. The only body of water in the entire world that didn’t make him ill as soon as he looked at it. 
 
    She wasn’t fancy—a single-masted Bermuda sloop—but she was his. It’d been years since he’d sailed, and soon…soon he’d be able to try her.  
 
    This summer. This week, even.  
 
    He took another deep breath—the smell of oak shavings mixed with boiled linseed oil and canvas reminding him as always of the freedom he’d lost—and crossed to her. Once she was out there, really on the lake, he knew she’d be able to fly. To soar across the water in the way he longed for. 
 
    This afternoon though, he needed to finish paying the aft deck, so that tomorrow’s test would go well. Gordy and Max and Dmitri—as well as whoever else they could talk into helping—were going to help him move her back into the water. She’d float—of course she would, he designed her, didn’t he?—no matter how much Rupert had ribbed him. Then a day to check her seams with the pitch and oakum, and he’d be ready to take her out. 
 
    To sail again. 
 
    Skip rested his hands against the hull and remembered the way it felt to perch atop the main mast as a ship skipped across the waves. The joy that came from being so free, so uninhibited. Sail or steam, it made no matter to him; as long as he was on the water, he was happy. Rowboats just weren’t cutting it anymore.  
 
    Soon. Soon. 
 
    But as he knelt on her deck, shoving oakum in her seams and sealing it with pitch, he wasn’t thinking about his work, or even how it would feel to sail again. No, he was thinking—like so many sailors did when performing repetitive tasks—of a woman. 
 
    Yesterday afternoon with Marina had been…fun. She was clever and witty and full of surprises. She had him laughing at her stories of life with the Gypsy troupe, and she’d asked plenty of thoughtful questions about his own life. It had felt natural, somehow, to open up to her about how he missed the sea, and he didn’t think it had anything to do with her pretending to have a fish’s tail.  
 
    Even her name had been striking. Marina. Was it her real name, or one she’d chosen for her act? It had felt like some kind of sign when she’d said her name, and he’d been struck with such vivid memories of romping in the shallows off the Cape as a boy. Especially after he’d realized that just the little bit of water in her tub was enough to make him queasy. 
 
    He sighed. There was no use moaning over spilt pitch. He missed those days, but soon would be back on the water. And in the meantime, he had someone new to distract him. He’d made some good friends here in Everland—friends he needed since Rupert had abandoned him to marry Bonnie—and now he had one more.  
 
    Surely Marina was a friend? She had another performance tonight and had mentioned that, since word had gone out, they hoped to have an even bigger crowd. He was dragging Max along, and Dmitri and Zelle already had their tickets. And tomorrow he planned on going back to visit with her, even if it cost the same outrageous bribe to the leader of the troupe.  
 
    It had been a long time since he’d felt so at ease with a woman. Maybe it was because she was so unique, so different. Not just the fact she wore a fish-tail, either. She seemed relaxed with him, even though she was only wearing a thin chemise and bare arms—oh, he’d definitely noticed those arms. They were firm and toned—they’d have to be, to hold her upright out of her tub!—and her nicest feature. She might’ve been showing as much skin as Bonnie’s girls did, but he didn’t think she was a whore. For one thing, she wasn’t pretty enough; her eyes were too sunken and her nose was too angular and her cheekbones and chin too sharp. Her hair was clumpy and her eyebrows were overpowering and her lips were too thin. 
 
    In fact, the only thing attractive about her—besides the firm, toned arms she splayed across the tub’s edges when she was relaxed—were her eyes. From the stage, they’d appeared black, but up close he could see they were a deep, pure blue. Not a hint of gray, like his ocean…just perfect blue. 
 
    Maybe it was her eyes that had intrigued him. And maybe it was that intrigue that made her touch so…so comforting. Warm. Freeing.  
 
    That was it. When she’d taken his hand, he’d felt that same jolt of exhilaration he used to feel from atop the main mast.  
 
    Scowling, Skip focused on the seam he’d just payed, smoothing over the pitch with the wet cloth. Focus, sailor. She was just some traveling performer who would be gone soon enough. No matter how ugly, no matter how freeing she was, he’d be able to chat with her once more, tomorrow, and that would be it. She lived a life on the move, traveling from one town to another. He had to stay here in Everland, beside the lake. It was the only place he could be. 
 
    After tomorrow, he’d never see her again. 
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    Marina was ready for Skipper a full hour early.  
 
    Daj found her sitting outside the wagon they shared, applying her makeup right after lunch. The old woman settled herself in her usual chair with a quiet groan. “My old bones are glad for this rest.” 
 
    Concentrating on shading in her eyebrows, Marina didn’t look up from her mirror when she answered. “Everland is lovely. At least, I assume it is.” Vano—in his loving protectiveness—never let her venture beyond their camp, for fear of what the gadjo men would do if they saw her. “But you are not so old, Daj. Summertime is easy, even in Wyoming!” 
 
    The old woman grunted. “Old bones are worse in the winter, yes, but they can ache in all weather.” 
 
    It wasn’t the first time Daj had made reference to her advancing age with bitterness in her voice, and Marina twisted on her stool to look at the old woman with a critical eye. Sure, Daj’s shoulders were more stooped than they’d been nine years ago when Marina had met her, and sure, her face was more lined. But her dark eyes still shone, and her grip was still strong, and her magics made it seem like she would live forever. “Daj?” 
 
    But Daj just grunted and waved her concerns away. “It is nothing, Granddaughter. I am tireder than usual, it is all.” 
 
    “’More tired’.” 
 
    The old woman raised a brow in question. 
 
    “It’s not tireder, it’s more tired,” Marina explained. 
 
     “More tired, yes.” Daj reached for the brush on the tray beside Marina. “Lean back. I am not so ‘more tired’ that I cannot help.” 
 
    Marina smiled slightly and turned back to her cosmetics, scooting back so Daj could brush and plait her hair. 
 
    “You remember when I did this for you as a girl, yes?” 
 
    Marina smiled, pulling the cosmetic brush away from her lips so she didn’t smear the line that made them appear thinner. “Of course I remember. You used to tell me stories.” She met Daj’s eyes in the hand mirror. “And when the nightmares came, you would sit up with me and brush my hair to soothe me.” 
 
    “Hmm.” The wrinkles around the old woman’s mouth twitched. “Those times were nice for me—to have a little girl—but not so nice for you, I think.” 
 
    Marina didn’t know how to respond to that, so she just shrugged. Daj had found her wandering in a daze in a forest in Kentucky, nine years ago. She’d been about twelve, and had no memory whatsoever about her previous life or how she’d gotten there. No one they asked knew of a missing girl, or how she’d gotten the head wound she sported, so Daj had declared to Vano that she’d be keeping the girl. And for years after, when the unnamed and unclear terrors came for Marina in the night, Daj had held her and loved her the way only a grandmother could. 
 
    Those weren’t good memories, but she’d been blessed to have Daj. 
 
    Finally, the old woman patted her shoulder and went back to her work. “I love you, Granddaughter.” 
 
    “And I love you.” Marina returned to her makeup. “But this is awfully maudlin.” And she was feeling anything but maudlin; Skipper would be here soon! “Is there something you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Daj snorted. “There are many things I have not told you, young one.” Her deft fingers wrapped up one of Marina’s red braids and pinned it in place. 
 
    “Oh, really? Do your magics have anything to say about Skipper King?” Marina teased. Daj’s fame as the mystical Madame Vadoma had made her a popular attraction here in Everland, where the people seemed more likely to believe in magic than other places. Her popularity was why Vano had extended their stay, and no one in the troupe was complaining; they were all ready for a rest.  
 
    It was a moment before she realized that Daj hadn’t responded. She adjusted the hand mirror until she could see the old woman, focused on her task, clearly not meeting Marina’s eyes. “Daj?” 
 
    The woman clucked. “My magic does not work that way, girl. You know that, even if the gadjos do not. But…” She seemed to consider what to say next. “There is something about your King. He is important, to you. Yes?” 
 
    Yes. Oh, yes. She didn’t know why, but there was something about him—something about talking to him, hearing his stories—that made her heart dance in a way it had never done before. She wanted to spend time with him, to hear about his life, to…to be with him. 
 
    Which is why she was hurrying through her transformation. Daj just smiled at her exuberance as they buttoned up her tail, and then waited beside Marina while she sat in the tub, until the second round of gadjos entered the camp. And when Skipper appeared in the distance, the old woman patted Marina’s arm and hobbled away towards her own wagon, where townsfolk were already lined up to have their fortunes told. 
 
    “Hello, Marina.” 
 
    She had to tilt her head back to see all of him; his dark blonde hair seemed to shine in the sun, and he was smiling. So she let all of the joy she was feeling pour into her expression when she smiled back. “Hello, Skipper.” 
 
    And then he sunk down into his chair, and she relaxed against her tub, and everything was…right. 
 
    For a while, he kept her giggling with stories about the townspeople—his neighbors—who were passing by. She couldn’t get enough of hearing about what life was like in Everland. She found herself leaning forward, asking question after question with her knees pulled up and her chin propped on the sparkly green material of her tail.  
 
    He pointed out his friends—the ones he’d told her about two days before, and the ones she’d seen him with at the performance last night—and told her more stories. And he called two of them over, introducing her to Gordon and Briar MacKinnon, who was visibly pregnant. The couple had taken time away from their restaurant to stroll among the Gypsy troupe.  
 
    “We wanted to meet Madame Vadoma,” Briar—a pretty brunette—confessed. “We have the greatest respect for magic.”  
 
    “Aye,” drawled her husband. “As does yer friend Zelle.” He nodded towards a beautiful blonde woman—hair almost to her waist!—who sat listening raptly to Daj. The icy, regal-looking man who stood with his hands clasped beside her was the same one who’d stood beside Skipper and a darker man last night. 
 
    Briar giggled and grabbed her husband’s arm. “Come on, honey. Let’s leave these two.” She winked at Marina—who wasn’t sure how to take the gesture—and dragged her husband off to meet Leander. 
 
    Later, after most of the Everland folks had left, Marina and Skipped lapsed into an awkward silence. It was the first time they’d run out of things to talk about. She was busy thinking about his neighbors—and how nice it would be to live somewhere with actual neighbors—and only focused once more when he stretched his legs out in front of him and cleared his throat. 
 
    “What about your friends, Marina?” 
 
    She raised one heavily painted brow. “What friends?” 
 
    “Your…” He waved around the camp. “Family? The other members of your troupe. Tell me about them.” 
 
    Oh. The other freaks. “They’re good people. Vano and Leander—his son—share that large green wagon.” She pointed, and then waved when Leander looked up and, catching her pointing, grinned. “He’s been like a brother to me for many years, I suppose, although he can be annoying.” 
 
    Skipper chuckled. “I have two brothers myself, and I remember what they are like. Does he tease you?” 
 
    “All the time. Mostly about Rebecca and how popular she is, but I think it’s just because he likes spending time with her.” 
 
    “Who’s Rebecca?” 
 
    Marina looked around, not seeing the troupe’s violinist. “She’s the beautiful one with the skirt that was split up to her thighs, who played the fiddle.” 
 
    “Ahh.” His smirk told her that he remembered Rebecca. Who could forget her? “The twirler.” He chuckled. “And where is she right now?” 
 
    Marina rolled her eyes. “Probably spending time with whatever gadjo could afford her price.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said again, and then began to chuckle. “I understand what you mean now.” When he grinned at her, she couldn’t help but smile back.  
 
    But then he said, “You’re certainly a breeze to a becalmed ship, aren’t you, Marina?” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know any woman who would talk about what your friend Rebecca is doing right now with that much candor.” 
 
    Her heart sunk. “You mean it’s not proper, not civilized. Well, I live with Gypsies.” She forced herself to shrug. “You live in a town. Settled townsfolk are the ones who came up with the idea of ‘being civilized,’ you know.” 
 
    “In what way?” He seemed genuinely interested. 
 
    “In that the Latin base word civis means ‘citizen,’ which is where English gets civilized, civilian, civic, and any number of other words. They all come from the idea of living in settled society.” She shrugged again, hiding the longing she’d felt for so many years. “Gypsies don’t have to be civilized.” 
 
    A moment of stillness, and then Skipper burst into laughter. “You’re a scholar! You know Latin?” 
 
    His laughter—so soon after her heated defense—deflated her. “A bit, maybe. I like words.” 
 
    “I can see that.” He chuckled. “And that’s just one more knot in your tangle, Marina. You know Latin and can debate language… You’re obviously civilized.” He leaned forward then, his elbows on his knees. “You ever consider that maybe you don’t belong among these uncivilized Gypsies?” he teased. 
 
    She stopped breathing. Oh yes. She loved Daj and Vano and Leander, and even Nic and Christine, but did she belong here? When all she’d ever wanted was to have a house and neighbors, and be settled?  
 
    “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, I’ve considered it. But,” she hurried to defend her friends. “They’re good people.” 
 
    He nodded, still smiling, and settled back comfortably. “So Vano and Leander share a wagon. How about that one?” He nodded towards the yellow wagon.  
 
    “That’s Rebecca and Christine’s. Christine is our bearded lady.” She sang in between acts, songs that varied based on her audience. 
 
    “She has a beautiful voice.”  
 
    Marina nodded. “She was operatically trained, believe it or not. But she told me that one day she just got tired of shaving all the time, just to be in the chorus where no one heard her, so she let her beard grow out and—” 
 
    “Wait,” he interrupted. “Her beard is real?” 
 
    “Of course,” Marina bristled. “You don’t think we’re faking being freaks, do you?” 
 
    They met one another’s eyes, and she could see the smile he was trying to hide about as successfully as she was trying to hide hers. Neither of them looked down at her “tail,” and she wondered if he’d guessed the truth. 
 
    And then she twitched an eyebrow, and he burst into laughter. 
 
    “Alright, alright!” He waved a hand, as if trying to dismiss his laughter. “Rebecca and Christine. How about that one?” He pointed to the smallest wagon. “Who’s in there?” 
 
    “That’s Lem and Benny. Benny is actually a professor of anthropology. Or was, before he got so sick. His doctor told him he was dying, so he quit his post, left Pittsburgh, and joined us. Lem is devoted to him, and I try not to speculate on their friendship.” She smiled. “They’re good musicians and I enjoy talking with Benny about his lectures and travels. He’s nice enough to tell a mere woman about them, after all.”  
 
    The way Skipper cocked his head when he listened told her that he heard the unspoken truth too—that not as many men cared to teach her about the world. 
 
    “I’m glad he found your family then.” His smile flashed. “That wagon is the smallest, so naturally I assumed your strong man lived there.” 
 
    Chuckling at his joke, she said, “Nic lives with Marco.” She tilted her chin—made pointy with clever application of shading and highlights—towards the fifth wagon. “They had to have the second-largest wagon, because Nic, well…”  
 
    At that moment, Nic lumbered by, carrying an armload of firewood. He was taller than most other men by at least a foot, and wider by a hundred pounds. He was huge.  
 
    Skipper grinned. “Yes, I see. And Marco?” 
 
    “Marco was the small acrobat who performed with Leander. He is the only man I’ve met who can do a double standing flip. I think it’s because he’s so lightweight. He and Leander practice every day, and can balance on practically anything. I once saw him balance an ax, on another ax, on his chin! Leander, of course, has learned juggling from a young age from his father, and told me this winter that he’s planning to learn how to swallow a sword. That will be popular, I think.” 
 
    He looked suitably impressed. “I know I’d pay money to see that.” But then he tilted his head inquisitively. “So he and Marco aren’t brothers? I mean, they look nothing alike—I think your Leander could carry Marco in one arm—but they’re billed as the Flipponi Brothers, aren’t they? And Vano called Marco ‘Tiny Tim’ when he introduced him last night.” 
 
     Marina’s mouth made a little “oh” of shock. Shoot. She’d forgotten that she was supposed to be entertaining Skipper, not spilling the troupe’s secrets. 
 
    She deflated against the side of the tub. “I’m not very good at this, am I?”  
 
    “Good at what?” Was it her imagination, or was he trying not to smile? 
 
    Letting out a huff of frustration, she waved her hand towards him. “This. I should be charming you, but instead I’m telling you too much. If you must know, you’re the first person to ever ask to meet with me, so I’ve never had to do this before.” 
 
    Silence met her declaration. When she peeked up at him through the wig’s tangle of black hair, he was staring at her with serious caramel-colored eyes. Perfect, intense eyes. She lifted her chin slightly. 
 
    “You are charming me, Marina-the-mermaid,” he finally whispered. “Very much so.”  
 
    Oh. Oh my. Am I? 
 
    But then he blinked, and shook his head slightly. “But I don’t want you to get in trouble for telling me things I’m not supposed to know.” 
 
    “It’s, ah…” She wrestled her thoughts back towards the original topic. “I mean, no.” She huffed, and then looked around. Besides Daj, some ways away, none of the rest of the troupe were in sight. She leaned forward. “Listen, you must know that some performers use stage names. Vano’s last name isn’t actually ‘Neptune’—that’s just something that he chose when he added a mermaid to his troupe.” She pretended to glare. “But if you tell anyone, I’ll have Daj put a curse on you. And Marco isn’t really ‘Tiny Tim,’ and they call themselves the ‘Fabulous Flipponi Brothers’ because ‘Two Gentlemen Who Are Very Good At Acrobatics’ just doesn’t sound as intriguing.” 
 
    When Skipper began to chuckle conspiratorially, she grinned, pleased that he wasn’t offended.  
 
    “And your other troupe-members?” he asked after a moment. “Do they use stage names?”  
 
    She shook her head and was about to explain that no one else needed a fake name, when a stricken spasm crossed his face. “Skipper?” she asked, becoming worried. 
 
    “How about you, Marina? Did you make up that name just…just because it fits someone who came from the sea?” 
 
    Her answer seemed to matter to him, for some reason. “No. No, I came to the troupe with that name.” It was the only thing she could remember clearly from her past life. She had no last name, no knowledge of her family, no memory of a home or neighbors…but she knew she was Marina. 
 
    “Good.” He relaxed slightly. “I mean…” He seemed to shake himself. “I mean, I’d hate to have to relearn everyone’s names.” Then he grinned weakly and shrugged. “I suppose, since we’re sharing secrets, I should tell you that ‘Skipper’ isn’t really my name.” 
 
    “No?” Marina’s brows rose. 
 
    “My mother was really into classical literature. My sisters are Olympia and Delphine, and my brothers are Charon and Paris. I’m—” 
 
    “Wait! Let me guess.” She propped her chin on her fist, and stared at him for a long while. “You were a wanderer for many years, on the sea. Of course, your mother couldn’t have known that when she named you,” she murmured speculatively. “Still, maybe your name affected your passions… Jason? No…” She squinted. “Homer… Odysseus!” 
 
    He blinked. “How could you possibly know that?” 
 
    “I got it? Your name is really Odysseus?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve been in and out of boats my whole life. When I was young, my brothers and friends used to call me ‘Skipper’ because when I dragged them out to sail on the bay, I always insisted on being the captain. I found that nickname much preferable to ‘Odysseus.’ But how in the world did you guess?” 
 
    Marina shrugged. Maybe some of Daj’s magic had rubbed off on her? She couldn’t very well tell him that though, so she just grinned mysteriously. “I am a mermaid. I’m probably descended from the Sirens and their mortal, shipwrecked lovers who hadn’t filled their ears with beeswax and tied themselves to the mast.” She held her breath, wondering if he’d understand the allusion to the mythical Odysseus’ trials during his ten-year journey home. 
 
    “Did you…?” He began to chuckle, and Marina smiled when she realized he understood. “Did you just reference the Odyssey in the same conversation where you gave me Latin lessons? I’m beginning to think that you really don’t belong in a Gypsy caravan, no matter how talented of a dancer you are.” 
 
    Marina felt herself blushing, but he probably couldn’t see it under all of her makeup. She loved the others in the camp—most of them—as her family. But she so desperately longed to live in a world like he did, that she felt guilty.  
 
    But that would mean… 
 
    “Leave them?” she muttered. 
 
    Skipper bent slightly so he could place his hand over hers. The jolt of warmth that traveled up her arm had nothing to do with the heat of the sun, and everything to do with his touch. 
 
    “A mermaid doesn’t belong in a bathtub, Marina.” 
 
    She couldn’t tell if he was teasing her or not. His expression was so serious, but surely…surely he was smart enough to realize that she was wearing a costume? That she was a real woman under this silly fish’s tail? Her estimation of him would go down if he genuinely thought she was a mermaid…albeit a ‘talented dancer.’ Her heart skipped slightly when she remembered his earlier comment. Did he really consider her a talented dancer? Did he just mean the routine she did in the bathtub, or did he realize that she was also the veil dancer? 
 
    She had to change the subject. She couldn’t stand to find out the truth about him, one way or the other. “Daj would miss me if I left.” 
 
    “And Daj is…?” He didn’t release her hand. 
 
    Marina didn’t pull away either, but nodded towards the last gadjo Everland citizen who was walking away from the pair of chairs Daj had set up near her usual place in front of their wagon. It was approaching evening, and visiting hours would soon be over. “Madame Vadoma. I call her ‘Daj,’ which is Gypsy for ‘grandmother.’ It’s what Leander called her when we were young.” 
 
    “And can she really tell fortunes? See into the future?” 
 
    Marina chose her words carefully. “It’s hard to believe in magic, but I’ve seen and heard things that I can’t explain otherwise.” 
 
    Skipper watched her a few more seconds, then nodded. “Me too.”  
 
    She felt like she’d passed some sort of test.  
 
    They shared a grin, and he sat back. “So even the great Madame Vadoma has another name, huh? How about everyone else?” 
 
    Everyone else? She’d named everyone in their troupe already, hadn’t she? “Just the ones I’ve mentioned.” 
 
    “No, I mean, how about the members of your troupe you haven’t mentioned?” 
 
    Her mind raced. Who had he met whom she hadn’t told him about already? 
 
    But he was watching expectantly. “The veil dancer?” 
 
    Oh, shoot. 
 
    The reason she hadn’t told him about her was because she was the veil dancer. But Vano—and Daj too—had always been very clear that the veil dancer was to remain mysterious and unobtainable. Partly for the allure of the show, and partly to keep Marina safe from men who would assume that any Gypsy woman loose enough to perform a seductive dance half-dressed in front of them was fair game.  
 
    No matter how much she liked Skipper, how much she felt like she could trust him, she couldn’t go against Vano’s orders. Not when they were trying to protect her.  
 
    So she smiled, a little sadly, and for the first time was glad that Daj would be shooing Skipper away from camp as the dinner preparations started. What to tell him? Something that would make her—all of them—appear mysterious, but still let him think that the veil dancer was a separate, unobtainable woman. Something to intrigue him, to entice him to come back to visit the Gypsy caravan again. 
 
    Enticing! That was her answer, she realized, remembering their earlier conversation about the Odyssey. 
 
    “Why, Sirene,” she said. “The veil dancer’s name is Sirene.” 
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    “Oh Daj!” Marina sighed as she fell back on the bed she shared with the old woman, a book clutched tightly to her breast. “I think I’m in love.” 
 
    “Any fool can see that,” Daj clucked dismissively. “The hero in that book is certainly worth—what is the word?—smiting? No, no, smitten. Being smitten?” 
 
    Marina held up Austen, which she’d been reading to the dear old woman every evening for the last week, and peered at the front cover. “Who, Darcy? No, I mean…” 
 
    She trailed off when she looked over at Daj, who was carefully cleaning the crystal ball she used to impress gadjos. The old woman was smiling hugely, showing off all of her perfect teeth, and that’s when Marina knew she was being teased.  
 
    So she lifted her head just long enough to stick her tongue out. “Ppbblt. I’m not smitten with Darcy—he’s pompous and rude. But if you’re going to tease me about it, I shan’t tell you.” She sighed dramatically and flung the back of her wrist across her forehead. “I shall keep my love to myself.” 
 
    Daj snorted. “Impossible, girl. You have been walking around with your head in the clouds since you met your handsome gadjo. He is the one you are smitten by, yes? And what does this word ‘smitten’ mean, anyhow? How can ‘smiting’ and ‘smitten’ mean opposite things? If you had not read me that romance last year, I would not have understood. But” —she looked up long enough to wink lewdly at Marina— “I understand the feeling well enough, yes?” 
 
    Their little wagon was crammed full of books. Books of every size and shape, on every subject the two of them could find. At first, Daj had only collected the books that she thought her young, lonely charge would enjoy. But once Marina began to read them aloud—and teach Daj so much about language and literature—the two of them were voracious. Sometimes a whole month would go by before they’d buy a new book, but sometimes they had to clear out and sell old books they’d already read and re-read a dozen times, to make room for a new collection.  
 
    Marina cherished their evening reading sessions, and the way the two women would spend hours afterward chatting about what they’d read, until sleep finally claimed them. The wagon was cramped, with little more than space for their bed, chest, and books, but it was the only home she knew.  
 
    One day, she vowed, she’d have a larger home with real bookshelves and space to twirl and dance indoors, if she wanted. A home without wheels, and with real neighbors. That was the world she wanted to be a part of. 
 
    But Daj was still grinning expectantly at her, so Marina answered her question with a pleased sigh. “Skipper King is the most wonderful man I’ve ever met, Daj. He tells the most incredible stories about life in Everland, and he has his own house by the lake, and a business building more homes for more neighbors.” She rolled over to put the Austen back in its box. “I’m completely in love.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” That was all the other woman said. Hmmm. 
 
    “What?” Marina sat up to find Daj eyeing her. “You don’t think he’s—what? Can’t I be in love?” 
 
    “Oh, you can be in love, girl. I have always known that, when you fell in love, it would not be with one of us who wander. It would be with a gadjo who would give you the life you long for.” She heaved herself to her feet, then shuffled across the cramped space to kneel beside Marina on the bed. “But that is also why I hesitate to celebrate your smittenness. Smitten-ocity? What is the word?” 
 
    “I don’t think there is one, Daj,” Marina muttered distractedly. “Why can’t you celebrate with me? I thought you always told me to embrace love where I could find it. That’s the Gypsy way.” 
 
    Daj stroked one hand down Marina’s bare arm. “And if you are truly in love with this gadjo, I will celebrate with you. But…” 
 
    “But what?” Marina tucked her feet under herself and tried not to act too peevish. “You don’t think I am in love with him? I’ve spent two days with him, Daj. I think about him constantly. When he watches me dance, I feel only his eyes on me. I want to dance for him. I love him!” 
 
    “Hmmm, yes. That does sound promising. But…” The old woman took Marina’s hand in hers. “You must be sure that you are in love with him, and not his world.” 
 
    In love with him, but not his world? “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “For years now I have seen your heart, Granddaughter. You are not one of us, and you long for the world you used to know, but cannot remember. And although we have kept you safe, that has meant you are away from the life you want too. This gadjo, he has shown you the kind of world you dream of. He has filled your head and your heart with stories and ideas, and you want to be part of that.” 
 
    Yes. Everything Daj was saying was true. So why did it feel like she was telling Marina what she didn’t want to hear? 
 
    “So, Marina, before you declare yourself in love with him, I would ask you: Do you love your King, or the world he lives in?” 
 
    Skipper, or his world? 
 
    The question echoed in Marina’s head, and she stared at the colorful scarves Daj had hung around the wagon for decoration and warmth. Skipper, or his world?  
 
    Finally, she took a deep breath, grateful for Daj’s patient presence. “Is it so bad, to love a man because of what he represents? What he can give you?” 
 
    To her surprise, the old woman burst into laughter. “No, my girl. That is a very good reason to love a man. How do you think I got Vano, eh?” Her eyes twinkled as she winked a few times for good measure, causing Marina to chuckle halfheartedly. “But is that the way it is with you? You have met this gadjo, and fallen in love with his stories and what he can give you, perhaps?” 
 
    Was that it? Was that why she felt such a connection to Skipper King? Earlier today, chatting with him, Marina would’ve said no. She would’ve said that what she felt for Skipper was honest and right, and that she loved him for him. But now… Now Daj’s question had made her second-guess her own heart. Did she really only love him because he represented a world she longed for? 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “I thought I loved him because of his kindness and sense of humor, and his heart, and the way he doesn’t seem to care how hideous I look with all that makeup on. But perhaps I was only smitten by his stories of his life.”  
 
    Admitting it aloud seemed almost disloyal. Disloyal to Skipper, or disloyal to her heart? The heart that was even now sinking to somewhere around her naval, with the realization that the buoyant love she’d felt an hour ago could not be. 
 
    “I guess…” She sighed, and then turned to Daj once more. “I guess I won’t have the chance to figure out how I really feel. And that seems almost cruel. He’s a good man, I know it, but our meetings… I’ve been sitting in a bathtub wearing a tail, Daj! I know that’s not a normal way to learn more about a man.” 
 
    The old woman chuckled and squeezed her hand. “That is not how I met Vano’s father, I know this. But you and your gadjo, you come from different worlds. There are ways to blend those two worlds—Rebecca does it in every town. But you are not Rebecca, I know. And you will want the chance to know him, know his world… To see if you can be part of it.” 
 
    There was something about Daj’s words that caused Marina’s heart to beat a little stronger. “To see if I can be part of his world? What are you saying, Daj?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “I knew you would marry one day, Granddaughter.” When Daj sighed, she looked older than Marina remembered. “You are too special not to. Marriage to a gadjo who can give you the life you want—that would be worthy of you. And if you could love your husband too? That would be something…magical.” 
 
    Heart pounding now, Marina grabbed the old woman’s other hand as well. “Magical, Daj? Are you saying that I could have a chance at happiness with Skipper? Could your magics arrange that? Give us love, so that I could live here in Everland with him?”  
 
    Her chest felt tight with the intense hope she’d only ever seen on the faces of gadjo women, who came to visit Madame Vadoma and beg for happiness. 
 
    “No, my girl.”  
 
    At Daj’s words, Marina deflated. 
 
    “My magics cannot give you love. I cannot arrange a Happily Ever After for you and your King. But as I tell the women who have always asked for that, I can maybe help you along.” 
 
    “Help?” All of these ups and downs were getting hard to take. Marina tried to tamp down on the cautious optimism Daj’s words inspired. “How?” 
 
    “I…” Daj straightened, and then squeezed both of Marina’s hands. “You could have the chance to be in his world, Marina. It would not be hard. If you had time with him, to be with him and test his feelings for you… You could have your chance at love, and your chance to live the life you want.” 
 
    A chance. “Yes! Yes, that’s what I want!” 
 
    Daj nodded. “Everland has been good to us. The people are kind and have not chased us away. And we are making money off of their fascination with Gypsies, yes? Vano has said that we will move on in four mornings. You could go to your King tomorrow, and have three full days to test him, test your own heart. To see if this is the life for you.” 
 
    Yes! Yes! Marina nodded enthusiastically. She could be with him, in his world rather than hers, and see if these feelings she carried for him in her heart were real.  
 
    “However,” Daj cautioned, “his world, the one that you love, is not yours yet. You must be aware. To live in his world, you will have to give up something important. That is how these magics work, yes? If you wish a boon, you must give up something that you treasure.” 
 
    Something that I treasure? 
 
    She almost hesitated to ask. “Like what?” 
 
    Instead of reassuring her, however, Daj just shook her head sadly. “That is up to you, Granddaughter. This will be your choice. If you choose to be a part of his world, you will give up your own.” 
 
    Give up my world? Doubt began to bloom in the pit of her stomach, but Marina staunchly tamped it down. She wanted to give up this world, and the nomadic lifestyle. 
 
    So she nodded firmly, took a deep breath, and looked Daj—the famous Madame Vadoma—in the eyes. “I am ready. Tell me how.” 
 
    The old woman squeezed her hands once more, and then pulled away. She pulled down the bed’s covers and held them open for Marina. “Here, my girl. Rest.” 
 
    Rest? At a time like this? “I couldn’t, Daj.” 
 
    But Daj just held the blankets and gestured to Marina to climb under them. “Rest. Be warm.” It was still early enough in the summer that nights could be chilly. “It would not do for you to become ill during your grand adventure.” 
 
    Daj’s words swept through Marina, making her heart lighter. A grand adventure! She hurried to climb in beside Daj, glad that she’d already performed her evening ablutions. “Do you want me to start a new book tonight?” 
 
    “No, Granddaughter.” Daj stroked her hair the way she used to when Marina had been younger. “No. Tonight…” The old woman’s voice hitched on some emotion Marina didn’t recognize. “Tonight, just rest.” 
 
    And despite the roiling butterflies in her stomach, Marina felt her eyelids growing heavy. Rest. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning, you will take my special scarf—the purple and green one—for luck.” Daj continued to stroke as she gave instructions. “You will go to find your gadjo, to see if his heart belongs to you. To see if yours truly belongs to him.” 
 
    Marina wanted to say, “It does!” but her tongue was as heavy as her eyelids. Heavy. Everything was heavy. With each stroke of Daj’s hand, she felt herself sink deeper into the feather mattress, felt herself falling under the spell of relaxation.  
 
    “You have three days, Marina.” Three days. “Three days to secure his love and his pledge. If, by the evening of the third day, you have not won his love and his promise to be yours always, then you must return here. Vano and I will not leave you in a gadjo town all alone after we move on. Do you understand me, girl?” 
 
    “Mmmmm,” was all Marina could muster. “Three days. Love. Promise.” 
 
    “You must become his wife, Marina. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Marina’s eyes sprung open. Wife? “I have to marry him in three days?”  
 
    Daj’s hand stilled momentarily, and then her calm strokes began once more.  
 
    The peace settled back over Marina, and she exhaled. “Right.” So soothing… “Three days.” 
 
    “But you cannot tell him of this limitation, Marina. He must make that vow of his own free will. If you tell him that he only has three days with you, and he proposes marriage because of that, then you will never know if his vow is true, or made under duress.” 
 
    Marina felt the comforting weight press her against the mattress, and had to admit that Daj’s caveat made sense. Three days, but Skipper couldn’t know… 
 
    “If you cannot marry him, or he will not marry you, then you must come back to our world. We will all move on to Haskell together, and you will stay in our troupe. Part of our family.” 
 
    Three days… Her brain was going all fuzzy with sleep again. Sleep, or something more? 
 
    “Three days to become part of his world, Marina. Three days to make him smitten with you, so that you can stay part of his world.” 
 
    Three days. As the peace wrapped around her, Marina knew that she could do it. She belonged here in Everland, with Skipper King. She would convince him to marry her, so that she could stay. 
 
    And dimly, she heard Daj’s words through the haze of darkness. “Three days to fall in love…” 
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    It was her voice. That was the treasure she had to give up, the price she had to pay. 
 
    Marina didn’t immediately realize anything was different when she woke up. Rather, she felt rested and relaxed in a way that she hadn’t in a long time, and beyond excited. Today was the day! The day she was going to find Skipper, and discover his feelings for her. Today was the first of her allotted three days, and she was going to make the most of it. 
 
    She climbed over Daj, who was sleeping unnaturally deep. Oh well, the old woman deserved a chance to sleep well every once in a while. Maybe her magics had taken something out of her.  
 
    It wasn’t until Marina had dressed in her favorite purple skirt and wrapped Daj’s special scarf around her shoulders, and leaned over the old woman to whisper her goodbyes, that she realized the problem. 
 
    Not a sound came out of her mouth. Not even a whisper. She swallowed and tried again. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Panic tried to claw its way up her throat, and Marina grasped at her neck, as if that might help. Why couldn’t she speak? Why couldn’t she make any noise at all?  
 
    What was wrong with her? 
 
    Her breaths were coming in huge gulping heaves, and she tried yelling once more. Nothing. Oh God, what was wrong with her?  
 
    She stumbled slightly, falling against the bed, and Daj didn’t move. Daj! Marina stared down at the old woman. Daj had done something to her! 
 
    The feeling of heaviness that had closed over her as she fell asleep the night before now made sense. It was Daj’s magics, it had to be. She’d never seen any real proof of Daj’s magics, but this had to be, right? Daj had put her under some sort of spell. 
 
    Her voice must be the treasure she had to give up to live in Skipper’s world. 
 
    Marina forced herself to take a few deep breaths, forced herself to calm down. This wasn’t the worst thing ever, and she could work around it. Probably. Maybe. She was a dancer, not a singer, and could live without her voice for a few days. At least she knew that whatever magics Daj had created last night weren’t permanent. Probably.  
 
    If Daj’s magics had taken her voice, then they could always restore it. If Marina returned, that is. If she didn’t, if she could convince Skipper to marry her and let her stay in Everland forever, what then? Would she be without her voice forever?  
 
    Was it worth it? Marina stared down at the sleeping old woman who’d granted her this chance. Would losing her voice be worth it, to stay with Skipper as his wife? She’d be able to hear him, at least, right? And his stories were what had made her love him in the first place. But without her voice, without her stories, how could she convince him to love her? 
 
    Well, there was only one way to find out. Marina tightened the scarf around her and slipped out of the wagon into the predawn chill.  
 
    She had three days to decide if Skipper’s world was worth the price.  
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    Mornings were Skip’s favorite time of day.  
 
    He scrambled some eggs while the water boiled for his coffee, and then took his breakfast out onto the porch. Half the year, the mornings were too cold to sit outside and enjoy the way the rising sun reflected on the still water. But early summer mornings like this one—with the breeze that blew in from the north, and the birds chirping and the honeysuckle scents—were perfect.  
 
    In fact, it was gearing up to be a warm day, if he didn’t miss his guess. Maybe later this afternoon would be a good time for a dip in his lake. If he could pull himself away from his sloop long enough. If he wanted to. 
 
    He stood and stretched, not minding the way the muscles in his sore back pulled. He had Max and the Gruff brothers, and a few of the men who worked odd hours for the construction company, out here yesterday. Working together, they launched the boat, and Skip had endured two hours’ worth of ribbing and joking about her sea-worthiness. But she floated—of course she did!—and soon would be ready for her maiden voyage.  
 
    Soon. 
 
    In fact, if the sparkling water didn’t entice him away from his work that afternoon, he might even have her ready for a sail tomorrow. It seemed so odd to be thinking about the culmination of six years’ worth of work in such a nonchalant, unremarkable way. But soon he’d be able to sail again, and it would be nonchalant.  
 
    The fluttering in his stomach was familiar, and came every time he thought about flying across the clear blue water of his lake. The feeling was so different from what his stomach did every single other time he saw a body of water bigger than a pot. It had been almost ten years since he’d been able to look at water without getting dizzy, nauseated, and embarrassingly faint. 
 
    Except for Lake Enchantment. Here, he could be free again. 
 
    He knew that he should probably put in at least a few hours’ worth of work on construction business. Since King and Cole had switched most of their attentions to the buildings going up in Haskell, Skip’s talents had been limited to crafting the furniture and incidentals that the people of both towns commissioned, so that he could stay here in Everland, near his lake. He didn’t mind at all, and trusted Rupert to keep the business running smoothly in Haskell.  
 
    Besides the Crownes’ chest of drawers, and Gordy’s cabinets, and those matching tables that Pedlars had commissioned, he had some sketches to complete. Reverend Pickering and Howard Haskell had approached Rupert about building a new church in Haskell, or an expansion on the existing one for the growing population. It wasn’t going to happen anytime soon, not with the slow way congregations raised money, but Skip had promised that he’d have some preliminary ideas drafted by the next time Rupert visited Everland. 
 
    Yeah, he should sit down at his drafting table and work this morning, but that wasn’t too appealing. Not with his boat sitting out there, only a few hours’ worth of work standing between him and being able to sail again. He needed to be out there, onboard.  
 
    After dropping the breakfast dishes in the basin to deal with later, he pulled on his boots, snapped his suspenders, and stepped down off the porch.  
 
    And stopped still. 
 
    There, out of the line of sight of his breakfast spot, sat his sloop. Perfect, elegant, and beautiful. And between him and her, stood a woman perched on a rock beside the lake, staring out over the reflected sunrise. 
 
    Perfect, elegant, beautiful.  
 
    She had the sort of red hair that you rarely saw; not the deep auburn of Rojita Cutter in town, or the flawless red of Rose White, who’d become Rose Faulkner last Christmas and sometimes still came through with her circuit judge of a husband. No, this red was the natural kind, with hints of orange and gold, like a flame. Yeah, that was it; fire-red.  
 
    He’d seen red hair like that recently. Skip stood on the hard-packed path that led down to the water, and tried to remember where. Part of his brain was jumping up and down, insisting he find out where this woman came from, but instead, he focused on trying to remember where he’d seen that color of hair before. 
 
    The Gypsy veil-dancer.  
 
    Under that black veil she’d thrown across her head and face, she’d had flame-red hair like this…this…water nymph. 
 
    It must’ve been the thought of water nymphs that reminded him of Marina, and he saw something of her in this woman’s stance. Despite the fact, of course, that Marina had been sitting in a bathtub during their meetings, and this woman was standing barefoot beside his lake. 
 
    “Excuse me?” He took a step towards her, and she whirled. 
 
    He jumped forward, thinking to save her from tumbling off the rock, but she caught herself with all of the grace of a dancer, and then smiled. 
 
    Smiled at him like he was the answer to her dreams, the one she’d been waiting for. It stopped him in his tracks, his arms outstretched towards her. They must’ve made a heck of a tableau.  
 
    When she hopped down off the rock and floated over to stand in front of him—still smiling—Skip shook himself and lowered his arms.  
 
    “Who are you?” he blurted, and then winced. Poorly done there. Still, he could be excused his blunder; he was totally flummoxed by her beauty.  
 
    She was lithe and sinuous, with skin just dark enough to tell him that she spent some time in the sun, but probably not a lot. Too much of that skin was showing to be proper—at her arms and shoulders and calves—thanks to a too-loose blouse and too-short skirt, but he wasn’t complaining. And her eyes! Perfect blue, a little darker than his lake on a still day, surrounded by eyelashes and brows a dozen shades darker than her hair. Her nose was pert, her chin and jaw were feminine, and her lips were perfectly kissable. 
 
    Kissable, huh? Yeah, he wanted to kiss her alright, and he’d only just clapped eyes on her. 
 
    To his surprise, she opened her perfect mouth—oh yeah, he’d asked a question and then just stood there gaping—and then closed it again. When she opened it once more, and a frustrated look came over her face, he realized that she was…what? 
 
    Was she trying to talk, but unable to? 
 
    He tried a welcoming smile, but knew it appeared a little sickly. “Miss?” 
 
    She tried once more, but then frowned, looking…well, looking irritated at her own mouth. Then her eyes lit up, and she pulled the scarf from around her shoulders—a green and purple one that went well with the flowing purple skirt she wore—and took two steps back. 
 
    And then she danced. She twisted and turned, kicking her heels up and pointing her bare toes and weaving the scarf around her like a second skin. 
 
    The veil dancer. 
 
    Skip blinked when she finished with a grand flourish and then posed. There was no doubt about it. “You’re… You’re the Gypsy veil dancer, aren’t you? The one that Vano told me no one gets to see outside of performances? You were…” He cleared his throat, realizing that he’d been about to say, “Almost as amazing as Marina,” but stopped himself at the last moment. She probably wouldn’t appreciate that comparison. Instead he settled on, “…beautiful.” 
 
    It was the right thing to say, judging from her faint blush and the graceful way she tucked the scarf around herself becomingly. But she still hadn’t spoken, hadn’t told him why she was here. 
 
    “Marina said that your name is Sirene, right? I’m Odysseus,” he introduced himself with a grin. 
 
    Odysseus? When was the last time he’d introduced himself as Odysseus? Maybe if he’d ever met a ‘Sirene’ before, he might’ve. After all, Sirens featured heavily in Homer’s Odyssey. But this woman didn’t get his joke. Instead, she frowned and directed her gaze at her clasped hands. He waited for some acknowledgment, but her frown only grew, until finally she sighed hugely. Shrugging, she met his eyes once more, and nodded with acceptance. 
 
    Was she agreeing that her name was Sirene? Well, without talking to him, there was no way he’d know any differently. Wait a minute… 
 
    “Can you not speak? Is that it?” Funny that neither Marina, nor Vano, had mentioned that little fact.  
 
    The girl shook her head once, but then seemed to change her mind and nodded vigorously, opening her mouth as if to explain. She sure didn’t act like someone who was used to not being able to speak. But maybe that was the problem. 
 
    “Have you…” He narrowed his eyes, trying to understand. “Have you always been unable to speak?” 
 
    She shook her head frantically, looking up at him with something in her eyes that he couldn’t place.  
 
    Okay, so this was a new thing. “How long have you been without your voice?” 
 
    Again, she opened her mouth, and then shut it and let out a frustrated little huff. She pointed to the ground, and then at the rising sun, and then mimicked taking out a pocket watch and studying it. 
 
    Skip smiled. “A few hours? Since this morning?” 
 
    Her entire face lit up, like a beam of sunlight had hit her lips and turned them up into the most gorgeous smile he’d ever seen.  
 
    No wait, that wasn’t quite right. Marina’s smile, for all that it was thin and sharp, had been beautiful as well. 
 
    Why was he thinking about Marina now? He should be focusing on this girl and how happy he’d made her—judging from her little bounce and her clapping—just by guessing what she’d been trying to say.  
 
    By Poseidon, but she was easy to focus on, the way she moved and smiled and…moved. She was pretty good at moving. 
 
    Belay that, sailor! Her eyes are up there.  
 
    “So you woke up this morning, and you couldn’t talk, huh? Have you been sick?” Maybe that’s why she was here, to find a doctor? But she would’ve had to pass through Everland to get from the Gypsy encampment to get here, so why not just stop at Doc Carpenter’s office? 
 
    And judging from the convoluted look that came to her face, it wasn’t that simple of an explanation. Skip sighed, not sure what he could do for her. 
 
    “Listen, Sirene.” Was it his imagination, or did her face twist into a scowl when he said her name? “I want to help you, but I don’t know why you’re here.” 
 
    Her face slackened, and then she took a deep breath, as if she was about to launch into another burst of mime, but he cut her off.  
 
    “I’m a single man, living way out here. I don’t know how the Gypsies do it—although after talking to Marina, I can guess—but in my world, it’s not proper for a man to be alone with a beautiful woman.”  
 
    At the mention of his world, her eyes lit up, and he was at a loss to know what that meant. 
 
    “I mean, I want to help you, for whatever reason you’re here, but…” But without her being able to tell him, that was impossible. “How about this? I’ll take the morning off from work and take you into town. Mrs. Carpenter is a lady doctor, maybe she can help you figure out why you can’t speak. And it’s probably a lot more proper if you’re not—Why are you shaking your head at me?” 
 
    Sure enough, she’d been shaking her head since he suggested going into Everland. No, since he mentioned taking off work. She looked…determined was the only word for it. She pointed at his chest, and then her own, and then his boat, and then crossed her arms and watched him expectantly.  
 
    He shrugged. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me.” 
 
    She huffed a little, and reached out to grab his hand. A familiar warmth climbed up his arm from where she touched him…but it was the same feeling that had made his heart speed up whenever Marina had touched him. Maybe it was some kind of Gypsy magic? 
 
    When she took a step towards his boat, he followed her. She stopped a few feet from the water, and pointed to the boat once more, and then at herself.  
 
    “It’s not ready to sail yet, sorry. I have a little more work to do. I want it to be perfect.” 
 
    Her expression was patient as she lifted her hand to his chest and shook her head once more. Part of him tried to focus on her expression, to understand what she was trying to tell him…and the other part was thinking about how good her touching his chest felt. He wanted to feel her touch all over. 
 
    “Sirene…?” 
 
    She winced again at her name, but then pointed very slowly at the boat, then at herself. And then she mimed brushstrokes, and removed her hand from him to pretend to hit a hammer and nail… And then pointed to herself once more. 
 
    An inkling began to form. “Do you…do you want to help me? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    She nodded happily, her face lighting up once more.  
 
    “Why would you want to help?” He realized she’d have no way of miming that complex of an answer. “Never mind. Are you sure?”  
 
    Her vigorous nod was answer enough.  
 
    He thought quickly. “How are your stitches? You could hem the last two sails with me.” Through excited bouncing—keep your eyes on hers, sailor!—she conveyed that her stitching was fine, and she’d be delighted to help him. 
 
    Which is how he found himself sitting beside her later, the sun warm on their backs, and the sails stretched out across their laps. She’d peered at his stitches for a few minutes, until she appeared satisfied and began to work on her own hem. He kept an eye on her hands, and had to admit that her stitches were even neater than his. And he’d been stitching his own sails from the time he was a young boy!  
 
    He began to talk while they worked. “My father—he was a skilled woodworker—was so embarrassed to realize that his wife was giving his oldest son sewing lessons!” Skip grinned down at his needle and sailor’s thimble as he continued his story. “Mother was busy teaching Delphine and Olympia though, so she didn’t see any harm in letting me sit in on the lessons.”  
 
    He caught the silent smile Sirene shot him, and it made his chest lighter somehow. “Father had Charon and Paris to teach, after all, so he pretended not to notice that my stitching was just as fine as my sisters,’ and forbade anyone in the family to mention it. 
 
    Her shoulders shook with silent laughter, and she pressed against his side, pretending to study his stitching. He wanted to laugh too, but having her so close took his breath away.  
 
    “Anyhow,” he cleared his throat, focusing on the hem, “He got what he wanted out of me in the long run.” 
 
    Sirene pointed to his workshop, where he’d given her a tour earlier, and then out at his boat, one elegant brow raised in question.  
 
    “You want to know how I ended up going from sailing to woodworking, huh?”  
 
    She nodded, and Skip bent back over his work, trying to figure out how to answer. Finally, he took a deep breath, and figured what the heck. It wasn’t a story many people knew, but there wouldn’t be any harm in telling her. She was a Gypsy wanderer who might be helping him now, but she wouldn’t be here in another few days. So why not. 
 
    “My father wanted all of us boys to follow in his footsteps. As soon as we were old enough to handle a plane and chisel, we were in his workshop with him. I was pretty good, and he liked my creative touches—as he called them—but my heart wasn’t in it.” If he focused on his stitching, Skip could pretend she wasn’t watching him so intently. “I liked coming up with new ways to build or decorate things, but I loved sailing. We lived on the bay out in Massachusetts, see, and my grandfather had been a sailor. I used to love listening to his stories.” 
 
    He sighed, remembering those carefree childhood summers he’d spent on the water, and tried to forget the fact that even the memories now made his head ache. But she shook him out of his melancholy when she placed her hand on his bare forearm, and he realized that he’d rolled his sleeves up without thinking about it. He usually kept his tattoos well-covered, out of respect for his neighbors… But this was the second Gypsy woman he’d shown them to recently.  
 
    And the second one who’d made his heart race like this.  
 
    What was happening? Was he so desperate for a little adventure, so desperate to be sailing again, that just the hint of excitement—from another wandering soul—could make him react this way? 
 
    He sighed, pushing Marina from his mind. She was in the encampment right now, and Sirene was here, urging him with her eyes to continue. So he shrugged and accommodated her. 
 
    “I went to sea as soon as I was old enough, against my father’s wishes. Ironically, all of his lessons did some good. My first voyage out, my captain found out about my upbringing and apprenticed me to the ship’s carpenter. By the end of my term, I knew more than that old sot, and I signed on for more money on one of the new steamers. I didn’t get to sail as much, but the feeling was still there. I loved the adventure and the excitement and the…” He looked up and out over his lake, shining perfectly and rippled in the morning breeze. “I loved the freedom of being able to go anywhere and do anything. Not tied down to one place.” 
 
    He glanced at her and was surprised to see her frowning. She quickly turned her head, looking over the water, and he couldn’t help but think she disapproved of his feelings. Or maybe the way he missed those feelings so much.  
 
    “Anyhow” —he shrugged— “Papa got his wish, and I became a woodworker after all. Paris became a professor, but Charon took over Papa’s business. They’re both doing well, last time I went home to visit. My sisters married local boys, and I’m the only one way out here.” 
 
    She turned back to him with a raised brow, as if asking how he got way out here.  
 
    “I hit my head,” he blurted, and then chuckled at her surprised look. “I was aloft during a storm. The sails were all furled—we rarely used them, much less during a storm—but I could never resist seeing a storm rolling in from way up there.” He winced, remembering. “I fell, which was a land-lubber mistake. And landed on my head, which is even worse. I spent days wavering between unconscious and…um…” —puking my guts out— “being ill. When we docked in San Francisco, I could barely walk. The hospital fixed me up well enough, but when I left…” 
 
    His fist closed around the leather thimble strapped across his palm, and he remembered the pain of that day, when he realized he’d never sail again. “I tried to sign back on with my old ship, but I couldn’t.” 
 
    The touch of her hand on his forearm didn’t startle him, this time. More like, he gained strength from it. Rupert knew this part, and his friends had guessed, but he’d never told anyone else. How odd that he felt so compelled to tell this Gypsy woman.  
 
    “Just the sight of the bay left me weak and nauseated. My head just…spun, and my legs refused to support me. Stepping onto the ship though, left me unconscious again.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “The doctors couldn’t tell me what was wrong, other than it was some kind of lingering brain damage. All I knew was that the water, something that was a part of me, a part of my life at the deepest level, was suddenly off-limits.” 
 
    When he met her eyes, he didn’t see pity, but there was…something. Sadness, maybe? Sadness for him? He wondered again why he was telling her this, but couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
    “Even being in San Francisco, being able to hear the water and the waves, was too much. Just the sound of waves made me ill! My brothers would’ve howled with laughter at the irony.” He took a deep breath, remembering. “I headed east, inland. Me! I couldn’t believe I had to head inland!” She smiled sadly at his joke, but he didn’t stop. “I kept hoping that I’d get better if I took a break from the sea. But every body of water I came to, the pain and dizziness returned. Steams, ponds, even water in a bathtub!” 
 
    Her eyes widened, and Skip bit down on his tongue with a wince. Why had he mentioned the bathtub? Was he still thinking about Marina and her intriguing mermaid tail? Belay that, sailor. She wasn’t here. Sirene was, and for some reason she’d sought him out. Was she actually interested in all of this? 
 
    He sighed. “Anyhow, I ended up in Denver, Colorado, where I saved Rupert—Rupert Cole, my partner I told you about earlier?—from himself. By then I’d figured that I wasn’t going to get better, and that I would have to give up the sea for good.” His nails bit into his palm above the leather, remembering how much rum he’d gone through before coming to that conclusion.  
 
    “So I suggested that we start a construction business. The mining towns were growing, and I had experience, and Rupert was desperate enough to try anything. So we did. We’d build up a town, and then move north a bit, until we ended up here in Everland.”  
 
    Her fingers tightened on his arm, and when he glanced at her, she pointed one long, graceful finger at the lake, smiling softly, like she knew. Did she? Why was she so easy to talk to—talk at, rather? He felt like he’d known her for more than a few hours.  
 
    Nodding, Skip smiled wryly. “Yep. I took one look at Lake Enchantment, and just felt like…well, I belonged here. It was the first time since my accident that I could look at water and not get ill. Not only that, but I could swim, could boat, again.” It felt natural to take her hand and squeeze her fingers. “That was such a part of me, and I’d missed it so much. This place is... Well, I’ve heard rumors that there’s something magical about the lake, and I would believe it. I know that the town was started around it. I mean, you’ve traveled through the area. You know that there’s no other lakes this size around here.” 
 
    He watched her eyebrows quirk up in surprise, and she twisted her attention back to the lake once more. She slowly nodded, and he knew she was agreeing with him. 
 
    “There’s something special about this lake, sure, but for me…well, it’s the only place I can be me.” He took a breath, feeling the skin of her palm pressed around the thimble he’d strapped to his own palm. “I miss the sea, but I can never go back. When I returned to Massachusetts a few years ago for Papa’s funeral, I couldn’t even look at the bay.” The memory of that realization, that pain, still made his throat close up in sorrow. “I guess I’m a wanderer at heart, like you,” he squeezed her hand, “but I’m stuck here.” 
 
    At her sharp breath, his gaze slammed into hers, and he wondered what had her looking so sour. Was it because he’d called her a wanderer at heart, a kindred spirit?  
 
    Who was this woman? Why was she here, listening to him pour his heart out? And why was he so willing to pour all of his past out without hesitation?  
 
    Skip shook his head, then pulled his hand away from hers and finished stitching the last few inches of his hem, his fingers flying over the canvas as fast as they did over hickory.  
 
    “Anyhow.” He cleared his throat as he tied off his thread. “You probably don’t care about all that.” But something in the way she looked at him told him that she did care. Regardless, he had to change the subject. “And I’m ready for lunch. Want a sandwich?” 
 
    At her eager nod, he smiled again. She sure was a beauty, wasn’t she? Her hair flamed even brighter in the sun, and she didn’t seem to mind just sitting beside him all morning. He figured the least he could do was make her lunch, so he did.  
 
    But after, when he offered to walk her into town once more, she silently—but vehemently—objected, and asked—through miming—to go see his boat. So he pulled her aboard, trying not to notice how her wet skirt molded to her perfect legs, and showed her how to apply the varnish. They spent several hours out there, him telling her stories about Rupert or his friends or his life on the sea, and her managing to ask questions without speaking.  
 
    It was actually pretty amazing that he could understand her so well, all things considered. In fact, the whole day had been pretty amazing. They’d been there beside the lake since almost dawn, and it had felt…natural to work beside her like that. Whoever this mysterious veil dancer was—and why couldn’t she speak?—she fit well with him. He understood her, and she followed his instructions perfectly. She made as good a partner as Rupert did, and was a heck of a lot better looking. 
 
    Unfortunately, all good things must come to an end. The summer sun was already sinking low in the sky when Skip declared their work done. In fact, the whole thing was done. His boat was ready, and Sirene had helped him complete the last-minute projects in record time. 
 
    Tonight was too late to try the boat out. Instead, he helped Sirene back to dry land, and thanked her for her hard work and companionship. He offered to pay her, but the frown she gave him at that suggestion was so disgruntled, he almost smiled. Instead, he made a sweeping bow and invited her to dinner at Gordy’s new restaurant as a ‘thank you’ treat. 
 
    Instead, she swept past him and walked haughtily into his house. When he picked his jaw up off the ground, he found her banging away in his kitchen, already cooking dinner. And she looked so darn happy doing it that he didn’t have the heart to object.  
 
    Later, he was glad he hadn’t pulled her away. The meal wasn’t the best he’d ever tasted, but close to it. She’d done something with cubes of beef and potatoes and onions that the cow had never dreamed of, and there were fresh biscuits to boot.  
 
    The best part of the meal though, was sitting with her and watching the sun sink behind the mountains. For the first time all day, Skip quit talking, and just sat and enjoyed the peace of the evening. With her. 
 
    She even reached over and took his hand, and it felt so good to just sit there and…belong together. He didn’t know a blasted thing about her, but today had felt right. And now, sitting beside her at the table he’d carved during his first long winter here in Wyoming, in the house he used to share with Rupert, but which had felt so lonely the last several months, he finally understood what Rupert and Dmitri and Gordy—and even Ian Crowne and Sheriff Cutter—had been telling him all this time.  
 
    Having a woman in his life felt good. 
 
    One thought led to another, and soon he was imagining how having a woman—this woman—in his arms would feel, and that’s when things got a little uncomfortable in the below-the-belt region.  
 
    But through it all, he couldn’t shake a vague feeling of guilt. He felt like he was being disloyal somehow…to Marina. Which was just about the darnedest thing. She was just some Gypsy acrobat he’d fallen in l— 
 
    No. Skip blinked across the lake. Marina was just a girl he’d enjoyed talking with. Enjoyed laughing with. Enjoyed touching, when he’d had the chance.  
 
    She was just a girl he’d thought about near-constantly for the last handful of days. 
 
    Until Sirene showed up…and that was why he was feeling guilty, he figured. 
 
    After she stood up and took the plates into the kitchen, he sat there staring across his lake for longer than was necessary. What was he going to do with this flame-headed, silent dancer? He’d heard that Gypsies had looser morals than most respectable folk, but surely she wasn’t thinking about spending the night here in his house? With him? 
 
    No, he was going to have to haul his sore bones into town to escort her back to camp. He’d enjoyed his time with her—almost as much as he’d enjoyed Marina’s company, come to think of it—but the day was over, and tomorrow he’d finally—finally!—be able to test his boat. 
 
    But when he lifted himself out of his chair and made his way inside, Sirene wasn’t in the kitchen. The dishes had all been done, the leftovers put away, and the place tidied up, but she wasn’t there. He poked his head out the front door, and then into his study, wondering if she’d left on her own already. 
 
    It was the flash of red from the parlor that caught his attention. She’d fallen asleep on the sofa, one bare foot tucked under her skirt and the other dangling on the floor. She rested her head in the crook of her arm, and her face was…perfect. Graceful somehow, even in stillness, and utterly exhausted. He’d worked her hard today. Only because she’d offered, true, but he still felt guilty about it. 
 
    Staring down at the perfect little water nymph who’d somehow landed in his parlor, he knew he couldn’t disturb her, couldn’t drag her back to her camp tonight. Oh well. She was a Gypsy anyhow; it wasn’t like she had a reputation to protect. 
 
    Skip sighed, giving in to the inevitable. He was stuck with her, and he didn’t entirely hate the realization. 
 
    He pulled a blanket out of a chest and crossed back to her. Lifting her leg up on the sofa, he swore he felt her pulse jump in her ankle. And his pulse jumped in response, to be holding her bare foot in his palm. He wanted to do all sorts of things that involved her skin, but forced himself to tuck the blanket gently around her. She was a guest in his house, and Gypsy or no, voiceless or no, he wasn’t going to disrespect her that way. 
 
    Instead, he lifted her upper body just long enough to slide one of the embroidered pillows under her head, and then laid her gently back down. He stood, staring down at her for a long moment, before his itching palms couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    Giving in to the temptation, he smoothed her flame-red hair back off her beautiful forehead. She really was magnificent. The backs of his fingers caressed her cheek as if they had a mind of their own, and he marveled at the way she sighed and turned into his touch. 
 
    But then he remembered who he was, and who she was, and jerked his hand back. She was a surprise guest for the night—for the entire day!—but tomorrow he’d take her into town. Maybe he could stop at Doc Carpenter’s house to get her some help with her strangely absent voice. That would be a bit of repayment for the help she’d given him that day. He’d buy her lunch, and send her on her way, with all of his debts paid. 
 
    And then he’d come back home and sail. Finally. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SIX 
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    Marina made sure that she was up and cooking breakfast before she heard Skipper stirring upstairs. It wasn’t hard; the sofa she’d slept on hadn’t been nearly as comfortable as her bed back ho—Well, back in the wagon she shared with Daj.  
 
    That wasn’t home. That was just where she’d lived for years. She wanted a real home. Like this one.  
 
    Yesterday had been a dream come true; working beside Skipper, cooking for him, eating with him, encouraging him, listening to his stories—many of the same ones he’d told her as Marina over the last week.  
 
    It had been so hard to hear him call her Sirene. She’d never regretted her deception—her dual roles—as much as she had yesterday when he’d figured out that she was the veil dancer. Her heart had clenched and her stomach had turned over when she realized that he knew her—the real her—as someone completely separate from Marina, the girl he’d spent time with over the last few days. 
 
    Marina was the one who’d fallen in love with him. How would Sirene feel about him? More important; he seemed to like Marina, but how did he feel about Sirene? 
 
    She sighed as she cut bread for toast. Marina and Sirene were the same person. No, Sirene wasn’t even real! Or, since the mermaid wasn’t real, was Marina the one who— 
 
    Ugh. She was giving herself a headache! 
 
    Skipper was coming downstairs soon. Today was the second of their three days together, and he had to figure out that Marina and Sirene were the same woman—a woman who loved him. When he realized it, would he be angry that she’d deceived him? It hadn’t been on purpose, but without her voice, she’d been unable to explain. 
 
    Being unable to speak to him yesterday had been heartbreaking. She’d so badly wanted to tell him that she was sorry for his pain, to offer him comfort when he’d poured out his story. To defend herself when he’d called her a wanderer, and explain that the life he had now was the only life she’d ever wanted.  
 
    But she hadn’t been able to, because of her missing voice. Oh, she might’ve used some of the paper from his drafting table to write him a note, but she’d known that he’d expect some sort of explanation for her being there…and she wasn’t ready to give him that. Didn’t know what to tell him.  
 
    I’m in love with you and your life and I want you to marry me. Please? 
 
    She snorted and set the water for coffee boiling on the stove. No, writing him a note would be a bad idea, because he’d ask questions she couldn’t answer. Oh, if only Daj hadn’t told her not to tell him about her time constraint! But Marina had been around enough Gypsy magics to know that bargains had to be kept; the price for living in Skipper’s world for three days was her silence. Literally and figuratively.  
 
    She just had to hope that her eyes and her touch conveyed her love to him.  
 
    It had seemed to work; he’d let her—a stranger!—stay all day, hadn’t he? He’d enjoyed her company, and told her so over dinner. Every time he’d suggested taking her back to the camp or taking her into town, Marina had come up with something to distract him. In desperation, after dinner, she’d laid down on the sofa and pretended to be asleep, gambling that he wouldn’t drag her into town. 
 
    It had worked. Lying there with her eyes closed, she’d been over-aware of him when he’d hurried into the room and stopped short at seeing her. She’d heard his cautious steps, and when he’d sighed, she knew she’d gotten her way and he wouldn’t make her leave. But then when he’d lifted her bare foot! She hadn’t been able to suppress the shudder that coursed through her body at his touch. It was surpassed only by the way her heart had leapt when he tenderly caressed her cheek. She’d wanted so badly to turn into his touch, to pull him down beside her, to kiss him. 
 
    Yes, that was it. Marina stopped in the middle of scrambling the eggs she’d found in the icebox. She wanted to kiss him. Wanted to kiss him more than she’d ever even considered kissing a man before. Spending an entire day with Skipper King had just proved it to her: she loved him, and wanted to stay here with him. 
 
    If only it didn’t mean giving up her voice. 
 
    How could she ever talk him into kissing her? How could she explain that they only had three days—two days now!—to pledge themselves to one another, before she had to leave? 
 
    How could she tell him that she loved him? 
 
    When she heard Skipper stomping down the stairs, Marina pushed aside the worries that had consumed her for the last hour. She was just sliding his bacon onto his plate when he came into the room, all smiles. 
 
    “Mmm, that smells delicious.” 
 
    The way to a man’s heart is through bacon, Marina opened her mouth to quip, but then remembered. Shoot.  
 
    Skipper had noticed her stumble. “You know,” he said as he poured two cups of coffee, “I have to spend a few hours in town today. I’m going to ask Doc Carpenter about this weird malady that stole your voice from you.” 
 
    She took the coffee with a smile, and handed him his plate of breakfast to take to the table. A malady. That’s all he thinks this is. Skipper didn’t have any knowledge of Daj’s magics or the bargain Marina had made to be here.  
 
    But how to explain that she didn’t want him to go see the doctor on her behalf? How to explain that she just wanted to stay here all day, to spend every moment of the next two days with him? She had such a short amount of time to make him fall in love with her!  
 
    “I have to put in an order at Crowne’s Mercantile, and I figured I could take you to lunch at Gordy’s restaurant if you’d like.” He seemed almost embarrassed by the invitation, and hurried to continue. “I mean, I know that you haven’t seen Everland yet—someone would’ve mentioned seeing someone as beautiful as you. All of my friends were talking about the Gypsy veil dancer, so I’m assuming all the other men were too. You were the most popular part of the show!” 
 
    He said the last part a little too quickly to be convincing. Marina remembered what he’d said about her when he thought she was just a mermaid—that she was more interesting than the veil dancer—and smiled. 
 
    The smile confused him, judging by the stunned look on his face. She had to admit that there were benefits to being beautiful again.  
 
    “Ummm… Anyhow…” he took a sip of the coffee, “Everland is a nice town, and you might enjoy seeing some of it. The stores, the church, the bookshop...” 
 
    The bookshop? 
 
    Oh shoot, maybe she should’ve done a better job at controlling her reaction to that word, because his eyes lit up.  
 
    “Ah, you’d like to see the bookshop, huh? Arabella Bellini keeps her shop well-stocked, and she lends books out for a fee. You can also sit in there and read them, and she’ll special-order any book you want.” 
 
    Damn her traitorous love of reading! Of course it would show up now, all over her expression, when she didn’t want to go into town at all. But… But… she did want to be part of his world, and it was sort of convenient that there was a bookstore in his world. Marina chewed on her bottom lip. An entire store dedicated to books, in this little town? How could she pass that up? 
 
    Skipper had been happily eating his breakfast, and now he pointed a fork at her. “I’ve never been so interested in reading, but I can tell you are, just like—Never mind.” He shoveled the last bite of eggs into his mouth, and then said around them, “I’ll bet I could leave you in her store while I go see about my order, and then we could go to lunch. Maybe you could find a translation of Homer to bring back for Marin—” 
 
    He abruptly snapped his mouth shut, fumbling for his coffee cup in a painfully obvious way. Marina. He’d been about to say “Marina,” she was sure. And the realization sent a warm glow through her. 
 
    He’d been thinking about her, even now! He’d only ever known Marina in that horrible black wig and that harsh makeup—she knew she was ugly! But Skipper King had sat with her and gotten to know her and…and…and made her feel like a queen! And to find out that he was still thinking of her, even days later, even after a full day with the beautiful “Sirene”…well, it made Marina feel light inside. 
 
    Ha! Take that, Sirene! Skipper might be a man, but he knows that there’s more to a woman than just her beautiful face! He’s still thinking about me! 
 
    But wait, Sirene was “me” too. Oh dear. Marina squeezed her eyes shut and resisted the urge to rub her temples. She was going a bit batty, wasn’t she? Perhaps having two separate names—two separate appearances!—was a bad idea. 
 
    Perhaps meeting Skipper as two separate ladies had been the bad idea. 
 
    She sighed. Oh well, there’s nothing for it, now. Without her voice, she couldn’t explain.  
 
    When he began to clear up after breakfast, Marina hurried to finish hers. Looks like they were going to Everland. And truth be told, as much as she wanted to spend the day just with him, she also wanted to see this bookstore and meet some of the townspeople. After all, if she got her wish, she’d be living here. 
 
    She really should investigate some of his world.  
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    Skip knocked on the Carpenters’ door, and then shoved his hands into his pockets while he waited. Even though both doctors worked out of the converted parlor in the front of the house, he still felt a little odd just barging in without an appointment, so he waited, whistling an old shanty under his breath. 
 
    He’d been feeling like whistling a lot today. Parading Sirene around town had made him feel…well, happy. He liked the way her eyes lit up when she saw each new store, or the way she’d wanted to touch everything in Crowne’s Mercantile. She was enthusiastic and polite to everyone he’d introduced her to, even if she couldn’t speak, and even if a few of them—like Mrs. Pedlar—had turned their noses up at her less-than-chaste Gypsy attire.  
 
    His friends, on the other hand, were thrilled to meet her. Ian had introduced her to his wife and new son, and offered her a piece of peppermint candy, which she took with a saucy grin and had popped in her mouth right away. Rojita Cutter had exclaimed over the “eye-catching” way Sirene wore her hair down, and lamented that her own red hair was more auburn than flame-colored. Skip hadn’t missed the way her reticent brother, Micah, had admired Sirene with a glint in his eye. Apparently, he thought her hair was eye-catching too. Even Sheriff Hank Cutter—who happened by when Skip was escorting Sirene away from Crownes’—tipped his hat politely to her.  
 
    Of course, when Sirene’s attention had been caught by something in Pedlar’s window, Hank mouthed “The veil dancer?” and jerked his thumb in her direction. At Skip’s proud nod, the older man grinned hugely and slapped his knee, like he was in on a joke Skip didn’t understand. 
 
    Still, it had felt good to escort her around town, to introduce her to his friends and show her around his world. Max and Dmitri had been crossing Andersen Avenue and had gotten an introduction, and then the two Jorgenson boys had insisted on one as well. So Skip was grinning when he’d opened the front door to Mayor’s Books and she’d stepped inside. 
 
    He hoped he remembered the look of joy on her gorgeous face for a long time. After settling Sirene in one of the cozy chairs, Skip had taken Arabella aside and given her enough money for Sirene to buy any book she wanted, and the kindhearted woman had smiled understandingly. 
 
    When he’d left, Arabella had been pulling down books and stacking them around his flame-haired Gypsy. Sirene was grabbing each book and flipping through them with a look of such wonder, he had to smile. Her joy made him wonder what Marina would say, if he brought her to the bookst— 
 
    Marina. That was the second time today he’d almost made a fool of himself over her. Why couldn’t he get her out of his brain? Skip shook his head and knocked on the Carpenters’ door once more. 
 
    His little mermaid was clever and captivating and full of intrigue, sure, but she didn’t have any of Sirene’s sinuous grace or perfect elegance. No, her grace was more about strength, and she was harder, sharper.  
 
    Wasn’t she? Then how come whenever he looked at Sirene—even in all of her glory—he still thought of Marina? 
 
    How come this morning, when he thought about how nice it would be to have a woman in his life, to eat breakfast with every morning, he’d been thinking about Marina? He was sitting across from Sirene, enjoying her bacon and eggs and toast, and wondering if Marina could cook. Oh, he liked Sirene well enough, with her gorgeous face and body. But it was Marina who’d captured his attention and his heart.  
 
    His heart? Marina had captured his heart?  
 
    Skip muttered an old curse under his breath, all desire to whistle gone, and knocked yet again. 
 
    This time, the door opened under his hand, and Zelle Carpenter Volkov stood there in an apron and a harried expression that melted when she saw who it was. “Hi, Skipper. You’re just in time to help try the cookies Briar and I are experimenting with.” 
 
    He sketched an elaborate bow, sweeping an imaginary hat off his head. “I would never intrude upon you and your court, my dear Duchess. I shall reserve my cookie-eating for MacKinnon’s restaurant, with the rest of the lowly peons.” He ended up folded at the waist, his nonexistent hat held off to the side and his foot extended in a pretty good interpretation of an English lord he’d once met on one of his voyages. 
 
    Zelle snorted and swatted at him. “Get up, before someone sees you acting like an oaf.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Grace.” He straightened, grinning. 
 
    “And stop calling me that!” Zelle was smiling. “Dmitri might’ve been a Duke back home, but here he’s just—” 
 
    “A fabulously wealthy and indulgent Russian?” Skip finished for her, brows raised innocently. 
 
    Zelle rolled her eyes. “Are you sick? Or did you just show up to bother me?” 
 
    “You wound me. I had no idea you’d be here today.”  
 
    “I’m helping Papa with his patients.” 
 
    Skip made a show of staring at her be-floured apron. “Yes, I can see that.” When she blushed, he grinned. “If he happens to be in between patients, though, I’d like to see him.” 
 
    “Oh, you are ill?” Her expression immediately turned to one of concern. 
 
    “No, I just have a question for him.” 
 
    Zelle held the door open and he stepped into the foyer, then she turned to her parents’ office. “Papa? Skipper King is here to see you,” he heard her say as she entered the other room.  
 
    A few minutes later Doc Carpenter came out. The wiry man’s dark hair was only beginning to go gray at the temples, and as he passed through the door he was pulling off a pair of reading glasses Skip had never seen before. “What can I do for you, Skip?” 
 
    Now that it was actually time to tell someone about Sirene’s problem, Skip felt a little awkward. He cleared his throat and shoved his hands back into his pockets, glad that he’d taken the time to roll down his sleeves to cover his tattoos in polite company. He didn’t need anything else to have to worry about. 
 
    “Well, you see, I have this friend…” 
 
    “That Gypsy performer you were so interested in?” Zelle cut in, smiling knowingly. 
 
    Before Skip could think of how to answer, Jack Carpenter turned to his daughter with one dark brow raised. “What do you know about Gypsies, Princess?” 
 
    To Skip’s surprise, Zelle blushed. “Dmitri took me there the other day to meet Madame Vadoma, the famous fortune-teller. She’s so interesting, Papa!” 
 
    “Yes? And what did this fortune teller tell you?” Jack’s tone was bland. 
 
    Zelle must not have been impressed with her father’s censure. She broke into a huge grin. “Why, she told me that within the next year, I’ll get to tell you that you’re going to become a grandpapa.” 
 
    Instead of reacting as Skip would’ve guessed, the older man just narrowed his eyes. “You forget that your mother is a midwife, Princess. If you think that the way to make me a grandfather is to go talking to some old Gypsy quack, then I’m going to have to have a chat with that husband of yours.” 
 
    In the ensuing shocked silence, Skip couldn’t contain his amused snort of laughter, and he was relieved when Jack’s lips split into a grin too.  
 
    Zelle—whose cheeks were bright red by now—rolled her eyes. “Don’t you dare say anything about…about anything to poor Dmitri, Papa! Or you!” She whirled on Skip, her finger pointed at his chest. 
 
    Skip nodded solemnly. “Upon my honor, Duchess.” He never knew why Jack called his daughter “Princess” when she’d married a Duke. 
 
    “Now, this friend of yours?” Jack turned back to Skip. 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, Zelle’s right. She is one of the Gypsies, only not the one you met at the camp.” He didn’t mention that this Gypsy was the sought-after veil dancer. “But she’s…well, she’s mute.” 
 
    “Mute?” Jack’s brows rose. 
 
    “Actually, she says—well, she managed to make me understand, I mean—that she just woke up yesterday, and couldn’t speak. I asked her if she’d been sick or anything, and she said no, but I can’t think of any other reason for a healthy young thing like her to suddenly lose the power of speech.” 
 
    Doc Carpenter opened his mouth to say something, and then shut it with a, “Hmmm.” He rubbed a hand over his chin and stared at Skip for an uncomfortably long minute. 
 
    Finally, he narrowed his eyes. “Healthy young thing, eh? And can I assume she’s beautiful?” 
 
    “I…” What did that have to do with anything? “Not that it’s relevant, but yeah, she’s pretty enough.” Gorgeous, more likely, with all that flowing red hair that she didn’t bow to propriety and pin up every which way. 
 
    “Pretty enough, hmmm?” Jack repeated, stroked his jaw once more, and nodded firmly. “Alright then. Can’t help you.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Skip blinked at the abruptness of the diagnosis. “Why? What’s wrong with her? Do you know?” 
 
    “Nope, and I’m guessing I can’t. Can’t know, I mean.” 
 
    “But… Wha—“ 
 
    The older man interrupted him. “But I know someone who can.” He jabbed a finger towards Skip. “You’ve probably figured out that this town isn’t normal, right?” 
 
    “I think it’s— I mean, Everland’s fine, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, the town is fine.” Jack exchanged a look with his daughter. “But the people are a bit odd, aren’t they?” 
 
    “The people?” One of Skip’s brows rose. “You mean like me? And you?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly.” Jack nodded. “And…others.” He leaned forward a bit and pierced Skip with a direct stare. “Now, I want to make this very clear. I am a man of medicine, alright? I might not be educated, but I’m well-read and I’m married to a real doctor, so I know science when I see it, yeah?” 
 
    Skip nodded mutely. 
 
    “So I just want you to know,” Doc Carpenter continued, “that I absolutely, positively, do not believe in magic, alright?” 
 
    The room seemed to hold its breath until Skip nodded slowly. “Alright, yeah.” 
 
    The older man sagged a bit then, as if the air had gone out of him. “Good. No magic. But… There’s a group of women in this town—meddlers, mostly—with strange ideas. I think one of them can help you.” 
 
    Zelle spoke up for the first time in a while, her eyes wide. “Papa, you don’t mean the Godmothers, do you?” 
 
    Jack’s sharp gaze zipped back to his daughter. “I didn’t think you knew about them, Princess.” 
 
    She grinned. “One of them was rather instrumental in Dmitri’s proposal, you might say. But I didn’t realize that you knew about them.” 
 
    Jack’s answering grin was almost feral. “How do you think I met your mother, eh? Now, come on,” he called over his shoulder to Skip on his way out the door. 
 
    Skip had to practically jog to keep up with the shorter man’s pace as Jack led him down Andersen Avenue. When they turned down Perrault Street, Skip frowned. He knew this town like the back of his hand—he’d helped to build most of it, after all—and he couldn’t figure out where they were going. 
 
    “These women, they think they can just meddle in simple people’s lives. People are just living their lives the best they can, and then—Bam!—this so-called ‘Guild’ jumps in and shoves True Love right in their path, and the poor sods are stuck, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They help people find love?” Skip was a little out of breath. 
 
    “Yep. Without any input from the actual people in question.” 
 
    Skip thought about it for a few hundred feet. Anyone who helped someone else find love didn’t seem to be too bad, to him at least. “Well, have they ever been wrong?” 
 
    Jack stopped so suddenly that Skip had to backtrack a few steps. “Now you’re asking the right questions.” A sudden grin split his face. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Where?” And then Skip looked up. 
 
    They were standing in front of a set of steps leading up to a porch that was wrapped around an elegantly quaint three-story home, complete with dormer windows and curled decorative carvings on the eaves and a big brass door knocker. 
 
    Skip had never seen it before in his life. 
 
    He took two steps backwards, taking in the whole thing in its entirety. This house shouldn’t be here. It wasn’t here yesterday. By Poseidon, it hadn’t been here two minutes ago. He squinted, not just at the house, but at his memory. Everything was unnaturally fuzzy, but he thought he remembered… Yes, he was sure of it. There was supposed to be a wooded area in this lot. A wooded area that always seemed a little overgrown and trashy for a residential area. 
 
    Skip glanced at Jack, who was staring up at the sign above the door—“Doc is IN”—and then took five very deliberate steps back. Sure enough, on the fourth step backwards, the house in front of him shimmered and disappeared, turning back into a bunch of bushes and trees.  
 
    Holding the memory of the house in his mind, he shut his eyes, took three steps forward once more, and opened them. Yep, there was the house again. He glanced around, wondering if anyone else could see what he was seeing, and noticed Doc Carpenter frowning at him.  
 
    “Remember, son, it’s absolutely not magic. Magic doesn’t exist, right? I figure it’s done with mirrors or something.” 
 
    Mirrors. “Right,” Skip muttered. “Mirrors.” That was the only logical explanation. 
 
    There were probably plenty of illogical explanations though. 
 
    Jack was already up the steps, reaching for that big brass knocker, so Skip followed a bit reluctantly. A moment passed after his knock, and then the big door—oak, if Skip didn’t miss his guess—swung open, revealing a mousy blonde woman. 
 
    Who sneezed on them. 
 
    “Sorry.” She sniffed. “The hay fever, you understand.” She peered up at them through her glasses. 
 
    “Hello, Sneezy.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Suzy, if you please. Are you here to see Aunty?” 
 
    “If your Aunty is that ridiculous charlatan who calls herself ‘Doc’, then yes.” 
 
    “I’ll get her.” The young woman nodded and turned away, leaving the door wide open.  
 
    “She’s not a real doctor?” Skip asked Jack. 
 
    “Not a medical one, at least,” the older man grumbled. “But I never went to medical school, and you people keep insisting on calling me ‘doctor,’ so what do I know?” 
 
    Skip turned to look out over the street once more, not sure if the fact that he couldn’t see anyone meant that there was no one to see, or if the illusion had somehow hidden them. 
 
    There was a sniff from behind him, and he turned to see a woman with short red hair standing in the doorway. Her gaze raked him from boots to hair, and she gave him a disapproving lip curl. She tossed a dismissive glance at Jack, and stomped off.  
 
    The older man leaned towards Skip. “I don’t know her real name, but I call that one ‘Grumpy,’” he whispered. “She’s—ah, there you are.” 
 
    Another woman, small and gray-haired with the same round glasses Snee—Suzy had worn, floated to the doorway. “Yes? Oh, Jack Carpenter, is that you? Why are you here? Let’s see, you’re happily married, your daughter found love last year, and—oh! I see you’ve brought me someone new!” She peered at Skip. “Odysseus King, is that you? It’s about time you showed up here. You finally found your mermaid, huh?” 
 
    “Skip,” growled Jack, “this is Doc, who apparently already knows who you are. Probably thanks to her hocus-pocus crystal ball or something.” 
 
    “Charmed.” The woman shoved her hand towards Skip. 
 
    He shook it gingerly, wondering if there was any significance to her choice of greetings. 
 
    “And don’t believe anything this old curmudgeon tells you. I don’t use a crystal ball. That’s a Gypsy thing.” She winked as Skip sucked in a startled breath at her reference to Gypsies, and let go of his hand. “I don’t have time for that kind of nonsense; I’m a doctor.” 
 
     “Of medicine?” Jack muttered. 
 
    She threw up her hands. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? I swear, you people are so focused on such irrelevant details.” 
 
    “Like what kind of doctor—” 
 
    She interrupted Jack with a, “Now, let me see.” She put her hands on her hips, cocked her head, and gave Skip a stare.  
 
    A stare that went right through him and made him feel like a schoolboy. In fact, he found himself shoving his hands in his pockets and shuffling his feet, feeling about ten years old. 
 
    At last, she nodded, satisfied with whatever she’d been looking at. “Good. You’re here about your mermaid.” 
 
    Yes. Skip nodded, and then sucked in a breath. Wait, no. This was the second time she’d mentioned a mermaid. Maybe it was all the talk about love that had made him think about Marina, but he was here for— 
 
    Wait, love? He halted mid-thought. Why did all of Doc’s comments about love make him think about Marina?  
 
    Did he…love her? 
 
    Skip’s eyes widened, and the woman nodded again, decisive, definitive. “Well then, all you need—” 
 
    “No, no,” he hurried to explain. “I’m not here about… I’m here for a friend. Not the mermaid.” He didn’t look at Jack, afraid of whatever he’d see on the older man’s face. “My friend said—well, she managed to convey, at least—that she woke up yesterday morning, completely unable to speak. Jack seemed to think that you might be able to help her.”  
 
    “Yes, I can. That’s what I’m trying to tell you, now hush.” 
 
    No you weren’t. You were talking about Marina! But Skip pressed his lips together and gestured curtly for her to continue. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said sarcastically. “No, as I was saying, your friend’s voice loss isn’t entirely natural” —she ignored Jack’s derisive snort— “but it’s easy enough to cure.” 
 
    Skip raised his eyes at her flippant claim, but then stepped back at her flamboyant gesture. He heard Jack mutter under his breath, and then Skip just focused on the glass vial that the woman was now waving around. 
 
    “Here, mix this powder in with water from Lake Enchantment. Directly from the lake now,” she cautioned as she reached out and placed the vial in Skip’s palm. “None of that boiled stuff. And wait ‘til tonight. It…” She paused as if looking for an excuse. “It has to be taken with food.” 
 
    “We’re going to lunch—” 
 
    “Nope!” she interrupted. “Dinner. Has to be dinner tonight. The fire will, uh… The heat is important.” 
 
    Skip was lost. “What fire?”   
 
    “Listen, are you a doctor? Just trust me. A cup of water tonight with dinner, plus this, and she’ll have her voice back in no time. Just make sure it was worth giving up.” 
 
    The old woman winked behind her glasses at that last line, but Skip didn’t understand. What did Sirene give up? And how could this little bit of powder—that looked an awful lot like sugar when he held it up to the sunlight streaming through the windows—return her voice to her?  
 
    And how come, even while standing here talking with someone claiming to be a Godmother about the mysterious veil dancer who’d shown up at his house the day before, he was still thinking about Marina? 
 
    Still, his fingers closed around the vial. He’d give it to Sirene—he’d have to bring her back to his house now so that they could get the lake’s water—and then he’d be able to ask her the questions he wanted answered. 
 
    Like why she’d sought him out. 
 
    Skip took a deep breath and nodded. “You’re sure? Just the lake water? That’s all that’s necessary?” 
 
    “Of course!” The little old lady beamed behind her glasses. “What else would she need? She’s a mermaid!” 
 
    A mermaid? No, Marina was the mermaid. Sirene was— 
 
    Skip’s eyes widened. Was she saying that Sirene and Marina were the same woman? When Doc smiled and nodded slightly, he almost groaned. Of course! Both had the same grace, and he felt the same strange attraction to both of them, which didn’t have anything to do with what they looked like.  
 
    The veil dancer was his mermaid. 
 
    Doc’s smile widened. “Best of luck!” 
 
    And then she slammed the door.  
 
    Beside him, Jack snorted. “Godmothers.”
  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER SEVEN 
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    It was a silent walk back to the lake. Skip was thinking about the look of sheer joy on her face when he’d found her in Arabella’s store and had told her that they were “going home.” He hadn’t meant to say it like that—he’d only meant to tell her that they needed to go back to his house so they could get some lake water—but once her lovely face had bloomed into that perfect smile, he’d been unable to correct himself. 
 
    So they were going home. 
 
    Why had she been so excited about that? Why had she sought him out in the first place? Why was she staying with him? And how much of that had anything to do with who she really was? 
 
    His hand brushed against hers as they walked and she grabbed it. He wanted to feel…manipulated, that she was trying so hard to come home with him. That she’d lied to him about who she was. But as his fingers twined through hers on their own accord, he found that he couldn’t. Whatever she’d done, it had brought her to him, and that had been worth it. 
 
    The last day and a half—heck, the last week, since he’d seen the mermaid in the bathtub for the first time—had been different. Different in a good way. He was full of energy in a way that he hadn’t been in years, full of anticipation. After so many years spent building his sailboat, he’d assume that it was the reason he was excited, but he suspected this lightness in his chest had more to do with her.  
 
    Marina. Sirene. Whatever her name was. 
 
    She’s a mermaid. The old woman’s voice reverberated in his head. 
 
    Could the mysterious veil dancer really be his mermaid? Determined to find out, Skip pulled her to a stop in the middle of the road that led to the lake. She turned to him with questioning eyes, and he moved to stand in front of her. He would’ve taken her other hand in his, but she was clutching her brand-new book to her chest like a lifeline.  
 
    Instead, he squeezed her fingers and willed her to reveal her secrets. She stared up him with guileless, curious eyes, and his gaze roamed over her face. 
 
    Could it have just been some sort of clever Gypsy trick that had turned these smooth and graceful features into the angular and harsh ones he remembered? He’d enjoyed spending time with Marina, and had been surprised that her ugliness hadn’t been at all off-putting. But now to realize that whatever magic she used, it hid soft skin and a gentle smile and… 
 
    Her eyes. 
 
    When she’d shown up at his house yesterday morning, he’d been struck by how blue her eyes were, the same color as the deepest part of his lake on a clear day. Marina’s eyes—the ones he remembered—had been darker, deeper set. Could that have been done with the same kind of trick as the rest of it? 
 
    Skip ignored her curious look and squeezed his eyes tight. Don’t focus on the differences. That’s how she tricked you already. Look for the similarities. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, her expression had changed to concern. Her delicate brows were drawn in, and he couldn’t help but think of Marina’s dark slashes of brow. 
 
    But…but the expression was the same. And come to think of it, this wasn’t the first time when Sirene—whoever this fire-headed woman was—had reminded him of Marina. They had the same way of quirking their lips up on the left side when they were pleased about something, but before a full smile broke. And there was the same intrigued sparkle in their eyes when they listened to his stories. And they both had the same way of crinkling their noses up when he teased them. 
 
    They. Them. Their. No. No, there wasn’t a “them”… It was the same woman. Marina and Sirene, the mermaid and the Gypsy veil dancer… They were the same woman.  
 
    Skip’s eyes widened at the realization. The Godmother—Doc—had been right.  
 
    This was his mermaid. 
 
    But by now she was chewing on her bottom lip—a completely adorable habit—and looking like she wanted to embrace him. To comfort him? Whatever the reason, Skip’s pulse jumped as he realized that he very much wanted to embrace her too. 
 
    Both of her. All of her. He hadn’t been particularly attracted to Marina the mermaid, other than enjoying her company… And as much as he found Sirene’s company invigorating and her beauty breathtaking, she didn’t have any of Marina’s wit and laughter, not without her voice. Together though, they were a woman that he was suddenly very much attracted to. And wanted to spend a lot more time with. 
 
    The tingly warmth that always came when he touched her had traveled up his arm and into his chest by now, and made him itchy with want. Want? No, stronger than that. Desire.  
 
    He wanted to kiss her. He needed to kiss her. But he had so many questions that she needed to answer, and she wouldn’t be able to do that until he gave her Doc’s completely scientific and not magical at all remedy.  
 
    The thought of holding her in his arms completely and utterly overwhelmed his long-held anticipation of sailing. His boat would still be there tomorrow, ready to sail. Besides, he tried to convince himself, the wind just wasn’t right today. 
 
    But the weather was just right for kissing. And getting some answers. 
 
    So he forced himself to grin. “Want to go swimming?” 
 
    Her concern cleared slowly, but then she returned his smile hesitantly. Her nod was subdued, like she couldn’t figure out what he meant. 
 
    “Can you swim?” 
 
    She opened her mouth to answer him—how many times had she done that in the last day, only to remember that she couldn’t speak?—and closed it again slowly. She shrugged, and then shook her head, and then shrugged again.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll stay in the shallows, if you’re more comfortable.” 
 
    She nodded, let out a frustrated sigh, and shrugged again. He couldn’t understand what she was trying to tell him, but it was good to know that she could swim a little, at least. 
 
    After all, she was a mermaid. 
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    The water looked just perfect.  
 
    Marina glanced over to where Skip was pulling off his boots, and then back out at the lake. The fluffy clouds were reflected in the clear blue water, and the faint breeze kicked up small ripples farther out. While summer hadn’t come on with a vengeance—yet—it was still warm enough for Marina to long for the cool water.  
 
    Judging from how Skip was eyeing the water, he was looking forward to getting in too. But how to explain to him that, not only did she not know how to swim, she’d never even tried, as far as she could remember? Oh sure, there’d been the occasional chance to sit on the shore with Daj and dangle their feet in the water whenever the caravan stopped beside a stream or river. But to actually swim? She didn’t even know what one wore to swim.  
 
    She glanced at him again. Oh. Apparently not very much. 
 
    Skip had removed his socks and boots and suspenders and now was… Marina swallowed. Skip was unbuttoning his cuffs, and when he pulled his shirt off over his head, her mouth went dry.  
 
    He was magnificent. Shoulders even broader than they appeared in his shirt, and arms with clearly defined cords and sinews. A chest toned from hard work, and covered in a wirier version of the dark blond hair that he kept tied back in the sailor’s queue. And curling around all of it were his tattoos. 
 
    Actually, just one, the one she’d seen at the base of his neck when he’d visited her that first day. It was a large piece of artwork, picked out in black and red, all fish-scales and curlicues. She squinted at the part that peeked around one shoulder. Those weren’t curlicues, they were curls. That was hair…red hair. 
 
    She took a step closer, and watched his chest expand as he inhaled deeply. Did she make him uncomfortable, being this close? Or was it because he could see how much she wanted to touch him? 
 
    Well, it’s not like she was going to pass up this opportunity, was she? With an almost-imperceptible tremor, she lifted her fingers to trace the swirls on his chest.  
 
    Yep, that was definitely a shudder that went through him. She hid her smile and leaned closer, peering at the design. Stylized fish scales, and curling hair…  
 
    It was a mermaid.  
 
    She sucked in a breath at the same time he did. He had a mermaid tattooed on his chest, and the realization made her…soar. Soar in a way that had nothing—and everything—to do with the tingly feeling of having her fingers pressed against his chest, feeling his heart beat under his bare skin.  
 
    They were connected, and had been before he’d even met her.  
 
    “No.” He trapped her fingers against his chest. “I…” He took a deep breath, and she relished the feeling of his skin against her palm. “You touching me like that is probably a bad idea.” 
 
    Bad for whom? she wanted to ask, but couldn’t, of course. He was a grown man, and she was a grown woman, and she very much knew her own mind in this matter. She wanted him. She wanted to kiss him, to love him, to let him love her. She wanted to be with him, forever.  
 
    She wanted to marry him and live happily ever after in his wonderful world. 
 
    Daj was wrong; she wasn’t in love with Skipper King because of the world he lived in, she was in love with him because of him.  
 
    She poured every bit of joy into her smile, and watched his eyes go hazy from desire.  
 
    “I’m…uh.” He cleared his throat. “Are you hot? I’m hot. Let’s go swimming.” 
 
    Even the uncertainty of swimming wasn’t going to diminish her pleasure in knowing that she made him flustered. Instead, she pulled her arm away, stepped back, and curtsied. Lead the way. 
 
    “So, do you…uh. Are you going to swim in that?” He gestured to her blouse and favorite purple skirt. She wasn’t wearing Daj’s scarf, only because she’d left it in his house that morning so she’d have an excuse to come back, if necessary.  
 
    But now he was looking at her like she was batty, to consider swimming fully dressed. After all, he’d removed everything but his pants. 
 
    Well, two could play at that game. She reached behind her, undid her skirt’s clasp, and dropped it around her feet. It was almost funny how quickly his gaze slammed upwards, as if seeing a woman’s knees below her chemise was the height of impropriety.  
 
    Marina wanted to giggle at his attitude, but instead reached for the hem of her blouse, to pull it up and over her head in the same nonchalant manner he had. And yep, when she emerged from her cloud of hair and cotton, he was staring at a point over her head, his cheeks flushed. Was he embarrassed, or aroused? 
 
    To test him, she put on her most imperious expression, and gestured at his trousers. Why should I be half-naked, and you get to wear those things? she tried to tell him. 
 
    He flushed deeper. “Fine. Turn around.” 
 
    If she could’ve laughed, she would have. But she turned to face the gorgeous lake, and a minute later felt his hands on her shoulders.  
 
    “Do not turn around.” 
 
    Her shoulders shook with silent giggles. If she were to turn around, what would she see? Was he in his drawers, like she was in her chemise? Or was it more that he didn’t want her to see any evidence of his desire, hmmmm? 
 
    “Come on, the water will feel good.” He pushed her gently towards the water’s edge. 
 
    Yes, I imagine it will help you, won’t it? Too bad she couldn’t tease him aloud.  
 
    The water was cold, and she wanted to squeal when he nudged her past her knees. But the wet chemise floating around her felt positively decadent, and she sunk up to her shoulders with a sigh as soon as she could. Marina turned, but was disappointed to see that he was already covered in water up to his waist. Truthfully, she didn’t mind the way his gaze seemed to be trying to peer under the water at her chest. 
 
    So she splashed him.  
 
    She might not know anything about swimming, but thanks to years of performing in a bathtub, she knew all about splashing.  
 
    And it turned out he knew all about it too. It was a silent, intense, and thoroughly fun battle that ensued, and it ended with her in his arms. He’d dunked her under the chest-deep water, and then pulled her up sputtering, while he laughed and laughed.  
 
    She smiled up at him, enthralled by the way the sunlight caught the water droplets on his eyelashes, and the way the sun gleamed off the skin at the base of his neck, and the way his laughter made the muscles of his chest move so that it appeared his mermaid was laughing as well. 
 
    Unable—and completely unwilling—to stop herself, Marina lifted both arms to wrap around his neck, and he froze mid-laugh. His gorgeous caramel eyes glittered in the sunlight, and bore into her, gobbling her up like she was a steak dinner after a three-day fast.  
 
    It was a heady, powerful feeling, and she smiled—slow and sensuous—and pulled herself tightly against him. He was wearing his drawers—only his drawers—and although she hadn’t been able to catch any glimpses during their battle, she could feel every bit of his hard stomach and firm thighs where they pressed against her.  
 
    And there was something else, firm and growing firmer, nestled against her belly. Her smile grew. She knew what that meant, and knew that he desired her as much as she desired him.  
 
    Kiss me, Skipper, she wanted to say, but couldn’t. So she put it all into her expression, her eyes, and parted her lips softly. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    With a groan, Skipper lowered his lips to hers, and her heart leapt to feel him, taste him. His kiss was every bit as wonderful, as tingly, as his touch was, and Marina lost herself in the glory of it. 
 
    They were well and truly bonded now. Even without her voice, he’d claimed her, and with a day to spare! Now all she had to do was figure out how to gain his commitment. But how could she do that, without being able to speak? 
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    As Skip lost himself in the sensation of his lips against hers, the feel of her in his arms, all he could think was, This is much better than sailing! 
 
    From the moment she’d shimmied out of her skirt and pulled her blouse over her head, he’d been hit with a wave of desire more powerful than a hurricane. And then! To see her in the water, with that thin chemise plastered to her curves in all sorts of unbelievably tempting ways? Well, it’s a good thing the water was so cold. 
 
    Even now, with her body pressed against him, and that wet cotton clinging to her in all sorts of gorgeous ways, and her fingers twining through the hair on the back of his neck, Skip thanked his lucky stars that he was chest-deep in water and not on dry land. He’d surely frighten her, if she could tell what he was thinking about. 
 
    He was completely lost in the kiss, wishing he could hear what kind of sexy little noises she might make under her breath. Was it too early to give her the remedy from the Godmother? Yeah, Doc had said that needed to be in front of the fire. What fire? The fire in his veins right now? The fire she’d created deep in his chest, and lower? 
 
    Skip groaned and deepened the kiss. 
 
    Who knew how long went by—certainly not him—before he finally pulled away, gasping. If they kept this up, he ran the risk of embarrassing himself. But staring down at her, with her chest heaving as she sucked in deep lungfuls of air, and her cheeks rosy with passion, and her hair falling in gorgeous wet clumps around her shoulders, and her arm still wrapped around him, Skip knew that he’d been wrong his whole life; sailing wasn’t the most fun he could ever have on the water. Kissing a mermaid was. 
 
    She smiled up at him, untwined her arms, and dragged her hands down his bare arms and tattoos. He inhaled sharply, remembering the way she’d traced his mermaid—his other mermaid—with such wonder. And he watched the dark shadows of her breasts underwater as she sucked in a deep breath too. What was she remembering? What would make her eyes widen like that, and her lips part with passion? 
 
    Skip almost groaned again and reached for her once more. He needed her. He needed to— 
 
    The splash of water hit him square in the face.  
 
    The little minx! She’d used her other arm to scoop up a big handful of water and throw it at him! And then she tucked her feet up, holding onto his forearm for balance, and pushed off of his chest, throwing herself backwards, her silent giggles emerging as bubbles from where she swam right under the surface.  
 
    She might not know how to swim, but she’d nailed this whole playing-in-the-water thing. Skip couldn’t even be mad. With a bark of laughter, he threw himself after her, knowing he’d never forget the way his mermaid looked, as she peered over her shoulder to see how close he was to grabbing her, her lips parted on silent laughter and water streaming down her skin. 
 
    It was like a boyhood dream; cavorting with a mermaid in the shallows. Only, it was his lake instead of the bay, and the mermaid was real. And her kisses—when she let him catch her—were much better than anything he’d imagined. 
 
    Later, he left her in the water—modesty preserved—while he ran into the house for dry blankets and to throw on some clothes…and felt her eyes on his backside the whole time. Thank Poseidon she wasn’t looking at his front side, or she’d know exactly how proud he was to have her admiring him.  
 
    And as hard as it was, he forced himself to keep his gaze squarely on the distant mountains as he held up the blanket for her to come out and wrap herself in. By the time he let himself look, all of that tantalizing skin and almost-transparent cotton was covered up, but she was still shivering.  
 
    So, while she pulled off her wet chemise and struggled back into her blouse and skirt, he lit a fire. Just like the Godmother said he would. Once it caught, he went back inside to bring out leftovers, and they ate there beside the cheerful fire on his favorite patch of shore, where the dirt was just sandy enough to remind him of Massachusetts, and the grass grew almost up to the rocky shallows.  
 
    “While you were at Mayor’s Books today, I went to visit the doctor.” 
 
    Her head snapped up at his cautious confession, the ropes of her wet hair swinging around her face so provocatively that he wanted to kiss her again. 
 
    “When I told him about your symptoms, he said he couldn’t help me, but he took me to someone who could.” Skip leaned far enough to one side to grab the cup of water they were sharing, and then pulled out the vial Doc had given him. “She said that if you drink this tonight with dinner, you should regain your voice in no time.” 
 
    She watched him suspiciously while he poured the powder into the cup, and then swirled it in. But when he handed it to her, she accepted it and his encouraging nod with a shrug, and drank it. 
 
    They both sat there for a full minute, staring at the empty cup. 
 
    Finally, Skip cleared his throat. “Do you…feel any different?” 
 
    She opened her mouth briefly, but closed it in defeat and frowned. No. No voice. They both sighed together. 
 
    “Well, that’s alright.” Skip shrugged and went back to his meal, trying to pretend like he wasn’t desperate for her to talk and explain all of this. Explain who she was, exactly, and what she’d intended when she sought him out. “Maybe it takes a bit longer to work.”  
 
    They finished the rest of the meal in silence, but by the time the sun was sinking behind the mountains and his lake had turned as brilliant as her hair from the reflected colors of the sky, Skip was feeling much better. 
 
    “Red sky at night, sailor’s delight.” At her curious look, he smiled and jerked his chin towards the clouds. “Red sky in morning, sailor take warning. Red sky at night, sailor’s delight. It’s an old saying that just means there’s not a storm rolling in from the east, but I’ll take it. Tomorrow…” He took a deep breath of anticipation. “Tomorrow will be good sailing weather.” 
 
    Then his shoulders slumped with a little chuckle. “By Poseidon, I don’t know how long it’s been since I was able to say that—or care to. I’ve missed it.” He glanced at her, at the support and excitement and something else he saw in her eyes. “Tomorrow I can go sailing again.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly and scooted closer to him, taking his hand in hers. With her other hand, she pointed at her chest, and then the boat’s silhouette in the distance. 
 
    “You want to go sailing with me?” 
 
    She nodded again.  
 
    He curled his fingers around hers, and realized that there wasn’t anyone he’d rather go sailing with. It was only the evening of their second day together. Had they really only known each other two days? No, he reminded himself. This was Marina. He’d been intrigued and fascinated by her since he first saw her on stage.  
 
    “Okay. I’ll take you sailing, if you do something for me.”  
 
    He would’ve expected hesitance, but no. She agreed to the trade eagerly, without even knowing what he wanted. He smiled and shifted slightly, so that he was looking at her head-on.  
 
    “Dance for me.” 
 
    Was it his imagination, or was that a flash of disappointment in her eyes before she scrambled to her feet and stood in front of the fire? Did she not want to dance, or was she just disappointed that he was asking for a dance? 
 
    Either way, she pulled her pretty green and purple scarf off her shoulders—he’d fetched it from the house where she’d left it that morning, clever girl—and struck a pose in front of the fire, with the light outlining all of her curves. By Poseidon, she was lovely. 
 
    And then—even without music—she began to dance. All flow and sinuous poses and twists that left him breathless. He remembered seeing her up on stage, and had been struck by the art of her dance, and tonight was no different. She was beauty and grace and fluidity; water flowing and flame flickering. She was everything he loved about life, wrapped up in one incredibly exhilarating female form.  
 
    She was a master of the dance, kicking her heels up in such a way to reveal parts of her calves and knees, twisting and bending so that her flank was exposed, or her belly when she leaned backwards. The veil dance was intended to entice, and was often performed in various states of undress. After all, on stage she’d worn a cropped blouse and that eye-catching purple jewel in her naval. But tonight, even with all of her skin covered—covered by cotton that sat directly against her skin, because her chemise was still drying on the porch—he’d never seen anything so enticing. 
 
    No. That wasn’t true.  
 
    Skip came to his feet in one move, and stepped forward so that when she finished her last spin, she ended in his arms. He heard her startled gasp, but he ignored it and clasped the sides of her face in his hands.  
 
    “That was beautiful,” he murmured, his eyes raking her features, and only half talking about the dance. “You are so graceful.”  
 
    Her tongue flicked out over her lips, and he wanted to taste them. 
 
    “But you know what? When I watched you on that stage, and you’d covered your lovely face with that veil, I was only watching your dance. Tonight I watched your face.” Wariness entered her dark eyes. “And do you know what I decided?” 
 
    She shook her head slightly, and he pulled her closer to him. 
 
    “I decided that as gorgeous as you are when you’re the veil dancer, I prefer you as my mermaid, Marina.” 
 
    When he called her by her real name, her eyes lit up. That was the only way to describe it; they lit with an inner joy that had nothing to do with the fire’s embers behind her, and everything to do with the tight feeling in his chest. 
 
    That joy confirmed his question. She was Marina and Sirene. The veil dancer and the mermaid. And as he lowered his lips to hers, there by the fire on the shores of his lake, he knew with a certainty that he felt in his gut that she was his. 
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    She woke in his arms. It was the most delicious feeling she could imagine, despite the chill in the air and the sandy dirt under her. Last night, after he’d made that heart-stopping confession that he’d figured out who she really was, Marina had thrown herself against him wholeheartedly.  
 
    He’d figured it out! Without her even being able to tell him, to explain, he’d figured out that she was really Marina, that the veil dancer and the mermaid were the same person! And he hadn’t been hurt by her deception. She hadn’t been able to explain, but suddenly, there was one less obstacle to them being together. 
 
    Because she very much wanted to be together with him. Daj had asked if she was in love with him or his world, and now she could unequivocally answer, “Both!”  
 
    …Or she would, if she could speak.  
 
    She’d let her body speak for her last night. He’d held her and kissed her like his world would end without her, and her heart flew at the sensations. They kissed beside the fire. They’d kissed while cleaning up from dinner. And then, sitting in front of the boulders with her snug in his arms, they’d kissed again while he told her how much he’d enjoyed the last week with her. 
 
    It had been wonderful, to hear how much pleasure he’d gotten out of spending time with her—with Sirene—these last two days, and how much pleasure he’d gotten from getting to know Marina before that. And how much pleasure he derived from realizing that they were the same woman. 
 
    Marina had just held him and kissed him back, wishing she could return his compliments. She’d had three days to find love, but had only needed two! Skipper had told her how much he’d enjoyed her company—outright! He just said it!—and had smiled at her so sweetly. And despite her rather improper upbringing, he hadn’t pushed for anything more than just holding her, even after she’d seen how aroused he was after their swim.  
 
    That had to be love.  
 
    Still, he hadn’t asked her to marry him, and it was the morning of the third day. Marina blinked up at the lightening sky. She had until tonight to agree to marry him—or rather, get him to ask her to marry him—or she’d have to leave Everland with the troupe.  
 
    Well, there was no time like the present. Marina wiggled a little, and felt Skipper’s arm slide off her shoulder. He’d slept slouched over, which couldn’t have been particularly comfortable for him, but had given her the best night’s sleep she could remember. 
 
    He sat up, taking her with him, and she grinned when she felt his lips against the back of her neck. 
 
    “Good morning,” he murmured against her skin. 
 
    She stretched lazily, a smile already on her lips. “Mmmm. Good morning.”  
 
    It wasn’t until he froze behind her that she realized what she’d said. What she’d said.  
 
    Marina gasped and twisted in his arms. “It worked! Your doctor friend must be some sort of magician!” Her smile faded slightly at his stunned expression. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Was it her imagination, or did wariness just creep into his eyes? “Doc gave me that medicine—I figured you’d just lost your voice to a cold or something.”  
 
    “I…” Had she? Is that why she’d woken up two days ago, unable to speak? Something as simple as being ill—not Daj’s magics?  
 
    But if it wasn’t her voice that she’d given up to be with Skipper, what was? 
 
    “How do you feel?” His voice was rough with some kind of emotion she couldn’t name—or maybe it was just sleep. He rolled to his feet, and pulled her up with him. 
 
    She took a moment to catalog her body, decided that everything felt normal again, and smiled up at him. “Cold, now that your arms aren’t around me.” 
 
    For some reason, her comment made him flush, and she fell a little bit more in love with him.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, kicking sand over the embers and then pulling her towards the house. “Let’s go make some breakfast.” 
 
    She had to jog to keep up with his long-legged stride. “Good, I’m starving.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her, and she was glad to see that his smile was back in place. “It’s been a while since I spent the night outdoors, although I have to admit that it was worth it.” 
 
    She grinned, breathless. “I’ve never slept so well.” 
 
    “Mmmm…” was all he responded, but she saw the smirk under his day-old beard, before he turned his attention to climbing the porch stairs. 
 
    And he kissed her again while they waited for the water to boil. Just a little peck, enough to make her feel like…like she was part of his life. Like she belonged here, like this was normal. 
 
    She loved it. 
 
    Later, he plopped a plate of toast and bacon down on the little table out on the porch, and she scooted over to make room for him on the bench, where they could sit and watch the play of colors over the lake. Her knees were pulled up in front of her, keeping her bare feet warm under her skirt, and she hadn’t felt this cozy in a long time. 
 
    “So.” He wrapped one arm around her and reached for the toast with the other. “You’ve got some explaining to do, huh?” 
 
    She blushed and pulled her coffee mug closer, so that the steam would hide the red in her cheeks. “About what?” she teased, hoping he wouldn’t notice.  
 
    “Ooh, about all sorts of things.” He bit into the toast, and then used it to gesture about the porch and the lake and the boat. Speaking around his mouthful, he said, “Like your masquerade, and why you decided to show up here without your tail.” 
 
    Where to start? Marina collected her thoughts, and then sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy. “I—” 
 
    “Of course,” Skipper interrupted and lifted her skirt slightly to reveal her bare toes, “I wouldn’t mind if you brought your tail back.” He flashed a grin up at her as he dropped the material once more. “Swimming with you yesterday was almost as fun as sailing.” 
 
    The comment distracted her. “Well, you haven’t been sailing in years. Maybe you just don’t remember how much fun sailing is. Are you still planning on going today?” 
 
    “Oh, I remember. And yeah…” He looked out over the lake and seemed to relax slightly. “I think today’s the day, if you’re still interested.” 
 
    “I honestly can’t think of anything I’d rather be doing.” 
 
    “Really?” He rubbed up and down her upper arm with one hand as he attacked the bacon with his other. “Not even reading? What was the book you got yesterday, by the way? I never checked.” 
 
    She smiled, knowing from their conversations that he didn’t love to read, not the way she did. “Why, Homer’s Odyssey, of course.”  
 
    He tilted his head just enough to look at her from the corner of his eye. “Really?” He snorted when she nodded. “Well, now you can read it to me, so I can figure out what my mother was so obsessed with.” 
 
    “Read to you?” Marina tightened her grip on the mug, and swallowed down the intense burst of emotion that suddenly seemed lodged in her throat. “Be careful, or I might find something I would rather do than sail.” 
 
    His hand made its way up her shoulder to twine in her hair, and his gentle touch sent little shivers down her neck. “Yeah, well, believe it or not, I can think of a few things myself.” 
 
    His tone left nothing to the imagination, and Marina took a big gulp of still-too-hot coffee to cover how much she wanted to do those things too. 
 
    “However,” he exhaled, “I want answers almost as much, and I can tell when someone is trying to change the subject.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s—” 
 
    “No.” Marina put down the mug and reached for some bacon. She was hungry after their night sleeping outside, sure, but she mostly needed something to do with her hands. Besides, the bacon was delicious. After she swallowed, she took a deep breath. “No, I mean, I’m sorry. For everything. For tricking you, and then just showing up here and expecting you to spend time with me, and everything.” 
 
    He grunted, his fingers tracing little circles on the skin of her neck. “So make me understand, now that you can. Why did you lie about—about the veil dancer? ” 
 
    “I didn’t—” Marina checked herself. She had lied, but she needed to explain why.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she began again. “You remember what I said about Gypsy women being… Well, some of them take money to—to—to be with men? It’s not frowned on, in their world. Our world?” She shook her head and reached for a piece of toast. “The Gypsies’ world isn’t ruled by such strict moral guidelines as the gadjos’. Your world, I guess. They see relationships—physical and otherwise—as something to be embraced and celebrated. It’s a wonderfully freeing way to be raised.” 
 
    “Is that how you feel now? Since you spent so long with them?” 
 
    “Well…” She shivered slightly as his touch evoked memories of their kiss. “I guess I don’t see…um…physicality as immoral or something to be avoided. I haven’t...” His touch felt so good! “Hmmm…sought it out, but I don’t think it’s necessarily…” His fingers dug into the skin at the base of her neck, and she sighed in pleasure. “Uh…necessarily bad.” 
 
    Skipper chuckled and reached for more toast with his free hand. “Should I stop? Are you distracted?” 
 
    She moaned a negative and tilted her head so he had better access to the muscles that had tightened after a night on the ground. She didn’t want him to ever stop. 
 
    “So,” he said around a mouthful of toast, “How’d you end up with the Gypsies in the first place? When we were talking, you were careful about not mentioning your past. You know, in case I actually believed you were half fish.” He was grinning; she could hear it. 
 
    Fortunately—or unfortunately—he halted his ministrations on her sore muscles, and she was able to think straight.  
 
    “You were honestly the first gadjo to ever get close enough to…to ask about my past. To doubt the story we told, I mean. Vano built his reputation on having freaks in his troupe, and we’ve had all sorts of interesting people even since I joined. We had a man who stood more than two feet taller than me! And a woman who was so fat she had to sit on two chairs—she died last year in Louisville and we had to commission a special coffin. Oh, and a girl who was born without arms and could paint with her toes. I think people just liked seeing her paint though, because her skirt fell up and they got to see her legs.” Marina sighed. “The world is full of so many different, diverse people, and those…those freaks, who don’t have any place else to go, end up performing for money. Like me.” 
 
    “But you’re not a… You don’t really have a fish’s tail. That would be impossible.” 
 
    Her grin was halfhearted, because she was still thinking of the sadness some of her fellow performers had endured. “I know that, but Vano and Daj found—over the years—that people who stayed in one spot, living their whole lives in one place, are willing to believe just about anything about people who come from someplace else. It’s resulted in more than a little trouble for the Gypsies over the years—being accused of theft and worse just because they were strangers in the area. I’ve seen it.” 
 
    Skipper’s hand moved from her neck to her shoulder, just a sort of comforting, restful gesture. “But in spite of that, you enjoy the traveling, seeing different things? You’ve had an amazing experience, to see so much of the country.” 
 
    Marina sat up, almost dislodging his arm, and twisted to look him in the eyes. “No, I…I love them, for taking me in. They’re the only family I have, but… No.” She shook her head. “All I’ve ever wanted was to have a real home. Someplace to belong, with friends and neighbors and a house that stayed in one place.” Someplace like this. 
 
    Skipper stared at her—or more specifically, stared at her lips—for what seemed like an unusually long moment. Then he shook himself slightly, and forced a smile—even she could tell it was forced—and turned back to the bacon. The moment passed. 
 
    “So how’d you end up with them, if you don’t love the lifestyle, and you aren’t Gypsy?” 
 
    Marina didn’t know if she was pleased or disappointed to not be able to tell him about her secret longing to spend her life here with him in his world.  
 
    “They found me, just like I said.” She picked up her coffee again, grateful to find that it was cool enough to drink. “Just not on the beach.” His snort of laughter made her smile. “I was about twelve, and Daj found me wandering through the woods with no memory of who I was or where I came from. The only thing I knew for sure was my name, Marina. They looked and looked, but no one in the local towns seemed to know who I was.”  
 
    She looked down into the dark liquid, remembering those frightening days and even more frightening nights, when she huddled against Daj and wept, knowing she’d lost everything—even her memories. “By the time Vano decided that I didn’t have a place anywhere in those towns, I couldn’t imagine leaving Daj. I loved her, and she’d become my grandmother as much as she was Leander’s. So…” She took a sip and then shrugged, trying to pretend that the memories weren’t painful. “I went with them.” 
 
    “Even though all you wanted was to live in a town? You loved Daj and the rest enough that you were willing to travel from place to place?”  
 
    His words made her blink in surprise. She’d never thought of it like that. “I…I guess so.”  
 
    “Hmmm…” He chewed the bacon and raised a brow. That was all he said about the subject. “So you were twelve when you joined the troupe. Then what? How’d you learn to dance?” 
 
    She was grateful for the change in subject, because she still wasn’t sure how she felt about the realization he’d forced on her, that she’d given up a chance at the life she always wanted to stay with Daj.  
 
    “Whoever I used to be, I knew how to dance. Vano was impressed from the beginning. But I was too young to learn the veil dance or try to entice anyone, so he had his son start teaching me flips and balancing tricks, and I spent a year as Leander’s assistant. But one night Vano had too much to drink with an old riverboat captain, and he hatched the idea of a half-fish, half-woman. Christine made the costume, and I started to put all those acrobatics I’d been learning to good use.” 
 
    “You became The Girl With The Fish’s Tail, huh? I have to admit that it’s a good hook—pun intended. We gadjos come flocking.” 
 
    She nudged him with her shoulder. “Remember, people who live their life in one place are willing to believe anything about outsiders.” 
 
    “Unlike us, huh?” He caught her hand. “We’ve traveled, seen the world, before we settled down.” 
 
    Marina’s heart sped up. “Except I haven’t settled down.” She’d confessed that’s what she was hoping for, but could she admit that she wanted to do it with him? “Not yet, anyhow.” 
 
    “Yeah. Not yet.” His thumb was callused from years working with his hands, but it sent shivers through her when he brushed it against the sensitive skin on the back of her hand. “But maybe…” 
 
    She leaned towards him, holding her breath. What was he saying? Was he saying what she hoped he was saying? Her tongue flicked out over her lips as she watched his face desperately. Would he invite her to stay? 
 
    “So, you became a mermaid, huh?” 
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    Deflating slightly, Marina sighed and sat back. “Yes. I—I mean, Vano’s mermaid daughter—was very popular. It was a troupe of freaks, after all. And no man ever looked at me and thought…well, you know.” She blushed slightly. Sure, appearing in front on an audience wearing only a small shirt should’ve garnered some unsavory attention, but having a tail mitigated most of it.  
 
    “And then, when I was seventeen we wintered with a troupe that had a woman who did the veil dance, and Vano thought I should learn it. It’s been hugely popular, and adds a good balance to our acts. We have the acts that people come to see because they can’t believe someone could be that big, or a woman could really have a beard…the freaks, I guess. And then we have the acts like Rebecca’s fiddling and my veil dance, which are enticing. To the senses, I mean.” 
 
    He huffed a little. “Enticing. Yeah, I’ll say.” He leaned back on the bench as well, staring out over the lake. “You know, Rupert teased me that I wasn’t nearly as enticed by the veil dancer as I was by the mermaid. He said that wasn’t normal.” 
 
    Marina stared at his profile. “You’re the first man who ever chose me over her. I mean…you know what I mean. Chose the mermaid over the dancer.” 
 
    “They’re both you though.” He turned suddenly, and caught her gaze. “You’re both graceful and fun, but I’ll admit that I liked the mermaid more.” 
 
    “Because you like mermaids.” She didn’t ask it, but still found herself holding her breath, waiting to hear his answer. 
 
    “Because I like mermaids,” he agreed. 
 
    She exhaled, and he smiled that heart-stopping smile of his. When he pulled her against his side once more, she laid her cheek on his shoulder and couldn’t help but feel…right. This was where she belonged. 
 
    “So…” His voice rumbled beneath her cheek. “I understand why you had to pretend that you were two separate performers. You didn’t want anyone suspecting that my mer— I mean, the mermaid was actually a beautiful, graceful dancer with two gorgeous and very alluring legs underneath.”  
 
    He reached for her ankles, as if he was going to pull those “alluring” legs out from under her skirt, but she squealed and twitched away. He’d learned yesterday during their “swimming” that she was extremely ticklish behind her knees, and she didn’t quite trust him around her legs. But he wasn’t offended; he just chuckled and settled back once more. 
 
    “But what I don’t understand is why you looked so…different as the mermaid. Even when I met you, and sat with you for hours, you looked… Well…” He cleared his throat. 
 
    “Ugly?” She smiled. 
 
    “I was going to say intimidating.” 
 
    “Good! That was the point.” She finished off her coffee and set the mug down, her stomach finally full. “The first time I debuted the veil dance, the audience figured out who I was, and that the mermaid wasn’t real. There was a mob who accused the rest of Vano’s performers of being ‘fakes’ too.” She shuddered at the memory. “That’s why the costume began. Vano insisted that I make sure that no one realized the two women were the same. That’s why I… Why I lied to you. The veil dancer never needed a name, not until you asked for one.” 
 
    “So you just made one up?” 
 
    “Well…” Marina shrugged. “A Siren seemed appropriate for someone who danced to entice men.” 
 
    “Especially for someone named ‘Odysseus,’ huh?” He chuckled. “When you showed up here, and I saw you as the veil dancer, I assumed you were the mysterious Sirene.” 
 
    She nodded, remembering how disappointed she’d been when he’d called her that for the first time. “It wasn’t too hard to separate the two, actually. I could cover my face for the veil dance with that black veil. It’s actually freeing to dance like that, and know that no one can see my expression, or where I’m looking.” 
 
    “Or who you’re looking at, eh?” He pulled her even closer. 
 
    She blushed. Had he known that during the first performances, she’d been watching him the whole time? Wondering if he’d repeat that wink? He’d intrigued her from the beginning, once she realized he didn’t do the expected. And the time she’d spent with him just convinced her further.  
 
    Last night’s dance, however, had been only for him. 
 
    Maybe he suspected her thoughts’ direction, because she felt his lips brush against her temple, and when she turned, he caught her lips in his. The kiss was soft and sweet, and tasted of coffee and peace. She could spend every morning like this, she realized when he pulled away. 
 
    What had they been talking about? Oh yeah, she’d been explaining...  
 
    She cleared her throat. “Christine styled the wig for me, and it looked real enough that Vano began to claim that I was his daughter. That’s why he changed the troupe’s name to Neptune, actually. But then…” She glanced down at her hands, and realized they were twined around her knees. “I got a little older, and men began to show interest in the mermaid. More than they had, I mean.”  
 
    She took a shuddering breath, remembering that man in Kansas who hadn’t intended to take “no” for an answer, until Vano’s club changed his mind. “I learned about shading colors from an artist who traveled with us to see the landscapes, and the next year a singer taught me all about theatrical cosmetics. So Vano suggested I put that to good use. He’s…” She swallowed. “He’s been like a father to me, or as I imagine a father would be. I mean, he wanted to protect me, as much as I wanted to be protected. It was his idea to make myself not only as ugly as possible, but as harsh and intimidating. He said that it would make me look angrier, which would be more intriguing and horrifying to the audience.” 
 
    To her surprise, Skipper chuckled. “You mean that was all makeup? The way your chin was pointy, and your brows were so…uh…scary-looking?” 
 
    She had to giggle at his description. “It took me almost an hour to get ready before each performance, between the cosmetics and wig. It’s just a matter of shading and blending.” 
 
    “But your eyes! They looked a different color.” 
 
    “I just highlighted them differently. And I shaded my sockets to make them look sunken.” 
 
    Skipper gave a mock shudder. “It was perfect.” 
 
    Giggling, she nudged him with her shoulder. “You were the one who called me pretty.” 
 
    “You remember that, huh?” He tilted her chin towards his and dropped a quick kiss. “I wasn’t wrong. You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “As the mermaid though, I’m not.” 
 
    “As my mermaid, Marina, you’re the most enticing, most intriguing, most gorgeous creature in the world.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    He caught her lips again, and she lost herself in his kiss. 
 
    Later, he pulled back, gasping a little. “By Poseidon, Marina, you’re addicting. Is that something else you learned, along with dancing? How to kiss?” 
 
    She knew that one of his gadjo women would be offended by such an accusation, but she just smiled, and blushed slightly at what she knew was intended as a compliment. “I don’t have any practice, not really.” There’d been one or two stolen kisses, which she’d allowed mainly as experiments when she was younger. And that one horrible experience in Kansas, which she tried to forget. But otherwise… “You’re the only man I’ve wanted to kiss again and again.” 
 
    “Really?” He sat up straighter, and his smile could’ve lit up the sky, were the sun not already climbing behind the house. “In that case, I think it only fair I give you as much practice as possible. We have all the time in the world to perfect the art…” 
 
    She went willingly into his arms, but she couldn’t lose herself in his touch again. Not this time. Because, even while she reveled in his kiss, she knew that they didn’t have “all the time in the world.” She had to go back home—back to the troupe—tonight. They were leaving tomorrow. This had been the most wonderful interlude, but today was her last day, her last chance with him. 
 
    She had until tonight to gain a promise of a future from him. Would loving him—declaring her love for him—be enough? Or would that be cheating, to use her feelings like a weapon in this daring gamble?  
 
    Daj had forbidden her from telling Skipper that she only had three days with him, but what would happen if she did? After all, Daj’s spell—whatever had caused her to lose her voice—had been broken, right? Marina had her voice and one more day in Skipper’s world to convince him to marry her. What would happen if Marina just told Skipper of the time constraint? 
 
    Well, for one thing, he might propose marriage. She’d gain his vow, just like Daj had required…but Marina would never know if he’d only done it because of the time limitation. She swallowed. He needed to fall in love with her honestly and truly, not because she was leaving town tomorrow.  
 
    But what if he did love her? What if he really did want all the time in the world with her? Did that mean…marriage? Or did he just want her to stay here with him, in some sort of temporary arrangement? Was that what he’d taken away from her comment about how Gypsies viewed physical relationships?  
 
    If he did suggest her staying, could she do it without marriage? Could she live here, in his world, without being legally bound to him? What would happen if he tired of her, once the troupe moved on? She’d be alone.                
 
    She’d always be that Gypsy outsider. If she stayed but wasn’t married, she wouldn’t really have a place in his world. Their world. 
 
    No. Marriage was the only way she could be with Skipper and keep her pride. She tightened her hold on him, and threw herself into their kiss. Without his vow, there wouldn’t be a chance for them. She’d given up so much for this chance—thank goodness she’d regained her voice, however that had happened—and she couldn’t let it go to waste. 
 
    She had one more day. 
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER NINE 
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    Skipper had been right; it was a perfect day for sailing. An hour after breakfast, Marina found herself standing in the stern—that’s what he’d called the squarish part at the back of the boat—and twisting the tiller, which was a long stick-thingy, back and forth. Skipper was in the water fiddling with the rudder, as he called it, doing last-minute checks.  
 
    She didn’t care what he was doing, because he’d stripped to the waist and looked like a bronze god standing there hip-deep in the clear water. He grinned up at her. “I’m just going to pop down below to check the keel, alright? Then we’ll be good to go.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” Marina agreed, no idea what the keel was or what he was doing with it, but not minding the way his backside flipped up as he inverted to swim under the boat.  
 
    And then, when he popped up on the other side—starboard, she had to remember!—she said “Mmmm” again at the way the sunlight caught the water droplets on his eyelashes, and the way the sun lit the golden skin of his shoulders. He treaded water there, smiling broadly up at her, and the movements made the mermaid splayed across his chest and left shoulder look like she was swimming too. 
 
    Goodness, she could stare at him for hours. 
 
    “You see anything you like?” His eyes sparkled as he teased her, but she just smiled in return. 
 
    “I most certainly do. But if I kiss you again, we’ll never get this hulk moving.” 
 
    “Hulk? How dare you!” His mock glare only made her smile broader. “She’s the fastest thing on this lake!” He hoisted himself over the side of the boat—the gunwales, as he’d called them—and pretended to be offended.  
 
    Marina eyed his bare arms and torso admiringly, but didn’t stop teasing. “It’s the only thing on this lake.” 
 
    “Not so. That rowboat I brought you out here in is pretty swift.” 
 
    She had to laugh. “That’s a good point. How come you’re not satisfied with just rowing around this lake?” 
 
    “Ahhh.”  
 
    To her surprise, Skipper pulled her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her. She could feel the water covering him seep through her blouse and skirt, to soak her chemise beneath, but as she twined her arms around his middle—and splayed her palms against the smooth muscles of his back—she discovered that she just didn’t care. 
 
    “You only ask that because you’ve never sailed.” 
 
    It took her a moment to remember what they’d been talking about. “I’ve never rowed either, before I met you.” 
 
    When he chuckled, she felt it throughout her body. “I’ve explored every inch and fathom of this lake by rowboat, sweetheart. I’ve spent years rowing and paddling and reveling in the strength of my arms, and the fact that I can once again travel by water.” She didn’t much mind the strength of his arms, either. “But sailing? Ah, that’s something else entirely.” 
 
    His entire face was…well, lit from within. It was the same expression he’d used when he’d spoken about sailing, even back in the Gypsy camp. Now, understanding how much it meant to him and how much he’d missed it, Marina understood. And she understood how important today was to him. 
 
    “Well, then.” She wiggled out of his embrace and gave him a mock salute. “I look forward to experiencing it, Captain.” 
 
    His smile was blinding. Or maybe that was just her love for him.  
 
    That smile—and her love—was in full evidence for the next several hours. He was obviously in his element, pulling ropes—lines, he corrected—and turning things and knotting things faster than she could follow. She knew what to call about half of the stuff he used, thanks to her spending their first full day afternoon testing lines and putting up the jib. 
 
    Still, for the most part, she just sat at the pointy end of the boat—no, no, the bow—under the jib and marveled at the speed they were moving. She’d once ridden on a train with Vano to meet a new performer, and that was the only time she’d ever traveled faster than she was now. It was…exhilarating. 
 
    And judging from the excitement in Skipper’s expression, the experience was everything he’d hoped it would be. He seemed to understand the wind—which really had just been a gentle breeze on the shore, but out here was somehow enough to propel his entire craft—in a way that she couldn’t. He would know right when to pull a line, or loosen a sail, or yell “Coming about!” in such a way as to send her scrambling to the other side of the boat and holding on as the mast seemed to want to dip down and touch the water. 
 
    It might’ve been a decade since he’d last sailed, but he hadn’t forgotten anything about it. 
 
    After an hour or so, he turned to her with bright eyes and yelled, “Enough practice! How about we really see what she can do, huh?” and Marina couldn’t do anything but laugh. Did he mean that whatever they were doing had just been practice? She nodded eagerly and held on. 
 
    Invigorating. That was the only word that made sense, and even that didn’t do nearly enough to encompass the—the—the freedom of flying over the small whitecaps kicked up by the breeze. Sitting up there on the bow, Marina finally understood what Skipper had missed all these years. This was a powerful feeling. 
 
    And when she turned to watch him, there was such a fierce joy in his expression that her heart soared for him. There were tears running down his face, whipped behind him by the strength of their flight. They might’ve been caused by the wind, but Marina suspected that there was a deeper emotion there than even she could suspect. 
 
    Skipper was home.  
 
    This—this freedom on Lake Enchantment—was where he belonged, if he couldn’t be at sea. He’d given up the wandering life he’d loved, and after years of living in a world he hadn’t chosen, had finally found his place again. And while she would gladly give up the wandering life to live in his world, she could understand the appeal of this life too, for the first time. 
 
    Maybe they’d be able to meet in the middle, in the world he was resigned to, and she so desperately craved. 
 
    Later, when he had her go aft and try her hand at the tiller—she was learning the jargon!—she had to laugh at the beautiful absurdity of it all. She couldn’t seem to catch any of the wind, but Skipper was patient and teasing as he coached her attempts. It was as much fun as swimming with him had been. Almost as much fun as kissing him had been. 
 
    Imagine! Her, steering a boat! If only Leander could see her now! Maybe, once Skipper was willing to share this experience with others, she could ask him to bring Leander out on the lake. He would enjoy the thrill as much as she did, and would probably grin as wildly as Skipper was now. 
 
    Maybe Leander would— 
 
    Wait. Marina blinked and dropped her grip on the tiller at the same time her heart dropped into her stomach. Leander wouldn’t be here. Neither would Vano or Christine or…or Daj. Daj! If Marina married Skipper, she’d have to say goodbye to the woman who’d been a grandmother to her for nine years! A woman who’d been faltering more often, who’d been growing old much faster than Marina was prepared for. She’d have to abandon the woman who’d all but raised her, just when Daj needed her most. 
 
    How could she possibly do that?  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    It was better than he remembered, and that was entirely due to Marina. The freedom, the power of flying over the waves—in a boat he built with his own two hands, just like when he was a boy!—was even better when she was with him. After nearly a decade of waiting, who would’ve thought that having someone to share this with would make it so much better? 
 
    No. Skipper grinned and shook his head, even while keeping an eye on the way the jib was luffing. No, it wasn’t just the fact that he was sharing this experience with her that made him feel like he was flying faster than his boat. It was her. 
 
    He loved her, and loving Marina was even more of an adventure than sailing again. Without her by his side, this would’ve been a pale imitation of the joy he used to feel on the water.  
 
    He had to tell her. Had to make her understand his feelings. Had to talk her into giving up her entire world to stay here with him, so that he could feel this way all the time. 
 
    Skipper grabbed the tiller from where she’d dropped it, and brought them about on a heading for the shore and his boathouse. He’d anchor and explain his feelings to her. 
 
    Shoving the tiller back into her hands, he leapt for the bow, and untied lines enough to jump up to pull down the jib and pile it on the fo'c's'le. He braced his weight against the boom and peered ahead, judging the boat’s speed. She’d done a fine job on this maiden voyage, and Skip didn’t want to damage the keel by bringing her in too close to shore. 
 
    He called course changes over his shoulder to Marina, and when they were still a distance out, brought down the main sail. When the boat lost momentum, he stood at the bow and threw in the anchor. Once it caught, he used it to pull her forward gently, until he could lift the anchor and repeat the process. By kedging like that, he was able to bring her fairly close to the shore. When they reached a good spot, he had Marina drop the stern anchor, and the boat pulled to a stop.  
 
    He knew that he should secure the sails and check the whole boat for faults or leaks, but he couldn’t stand the thought of going another minute without Marina in his arms. So he tossed the bow anchor in, waited for it to catch before tying it off, then rushed back to the cockpit. 
 
    He was already laughing when he swung her up into his arms. “We did it, sweetheart! What did you think?” 
 
    She looked paler than normal, but that was probably just because of the excitement. “It certainly was exhilarating.” 
 
    Almost as exhilarating as their kisses. To remind her, he lowered his lips to hers, and lost himself in the pulse-thumping moment. 
 
    He couldn’t wait another heartbeat. “I love you,” he murmured against her lips. 
 
    She stiffened and pulled away. But only so far that she could look into his eyes. “Really?” 
 
    Smiling, he nodded. “I’ve been drawn to you from the moment I saw you, and spending time with you—even when you couldn’t speak!—has been some of the best days I can remember.” 
 
    Her expression softened. “Even better than sailing?” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” he began as he cupped her cheeks in his hands, “sailing without you was a pale imitation of the last two hours. This has been…incredible doesn’t even begin to describe it. I love you, and want to go sailing with you again and again.” 
 
    “Oh, Skipper.” She sounded breathless as she snaked her arms around his waist and laid her cheek against his chest.  
 
    But as he waited to hear her return his vow of love, he realized that there’d been sadness in those gorgeous blue eyes of hers right before she’d torn her gaze away from his. Joy—yes, that too—but also a pain he didn’t understand. 
 
    And the longer they stood like that, pressed against one another, the more he realized he wasn’t going to hear I love you in return. 
 
    His heart began to pound against her cheek. How did she feel about him? He’d spent so much time with her he just assumed she’d enjoyed being with him. He closed his eyes and swallowed a groan. He’d just confessed his innermost feelings, and she obviously wasn’t going to acknowledge them.  
 
    He should feel humiliated, but somehow didn’t. The moments he’d shared with her that morning lent him strength and power, so he wrapped his arms around her and tried to pour all of that exhilaration into his embrace. He loved her and didn’t regret it—didn’t regret telling her. In fact, he’d do everything in his power to convince her that she felt the same. 
 
    Because she did love him. He could see it in her eyes and feel it in her touch and taste it in her kiss.  
 
    Instead of discouraging him, the realization gave him hope. No, not just hope…determination. He just needed to remind her of how much fun they had together. 
 
    Laughing, Skipper tightened his hold on her and leaned over the port gunwale, tossing them both overboard. Right before the cool water closed over their heads, he thought he heard her shout, and he released her so she could surface on her own. 
 
    He came up beside her in the chest-deep water, grinning like a schoolboy at her sputtering. Would she be angry with him for her dunking? Would she swim with him, even though he soaked her only blouse and skirt? 
 
    She splashed him, full in the face.  
 
    When he began to laugh, her glare only lasted a few seconds before it melted into a sheepish smile. Pulling the hair away from her face, she stuck her tongue out at him impishly. “What was that for?” 
 
    “I needed to cool down, and thought you might need it too.” 
 
    “I was plenty cool enough,” she teased. “You were the one who kissed me.” 
 
    “And I’ll do it again.” He lunged for her, expecting her to squeal and pull away like she had when they’d swam yesterday and he’d chased her throughout the shallows. 
 
    Instead though, she ducked under water, and came up within the circle of his arms, startling him.  
 
    “Did you mean it?” 
 
    He was distracted by the sight of the water droplets clinging to her lips, and it took him a moment to process her question. Did I mean what? Oh, about loving her. Well, he wasn’t going to repeat it, not until he was sure of her response. Instead, he cupped her cheeks once more. 
 
    “Marry me, Marina.” He ignored the way her eyes widened and the breath she sucked in. “Marry me and sail with me every day. I can promise excitement, but also the home you’ve been craving. Marry me and stay with me, here, forever.” 
 
    Her face lit up. Just like last night—by Poseidon, had it only been last night?—when he’d called her by her real name. Her face lit up from the inside, with a fierce hope and joy and—yes, yes!—there was love there too.  
 
    But it darkened after too few heartbeats. He watched the happiness fade from her eyes to be replaced not just with sorrow, but with a hopelessness he couldn’t understand. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She pulled away, and when he reached for her, she lunged back further in a mockery of their game yesterday. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, her expression almost as heartbroken as his. 
 
    No!  
 
    “I can’t marry you, Skipper.” Tears formed in her eyes, and he was torn between wanting to comfort her and comfort himself. They stood there in the water, staring at one another. 
 
    “Why not?” he finally asked, not sure if he wanted to hear the answer. Had she not intended to stay with him? Had she—no matter her feelings—seen the last three days as just an interlude? How many gadjos had she spent time with, living with like this?  
 
    Had he been a complete fool to think that her being here had meant something? Had he just shared one of the most incredible experiences of the last decade with a woman to whom it hadn’t meant a thing? 
 
    But if it hadn’t meant anything to her, why would she now be looking at him like her heart was breaking? Surely that meant whatever her reason, at least she felt something for him. 
 
    Finally she shook her head, wet hair clinging to her wet cheeks where her tears mixed with the water droplets. “I’m sorry, Skipper. So, so sorry. But…” Her voice choked, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “They’re my family! I mean…” She took a step backwards, towards the shore. “They’re the only family I know.” 
 
    When he reached for her, she backed up another few steps, sorrow written all over her face now. “I thought I wanted to be here with you—no, I do! But it wasn’t my voice I’d have to forfeit! Don’t you see?” Her eyes begged him to understand. “It wasn’t my voice at all! No matter what she made me think, when I made the bargain, it wasn’t my voice I was giving up. It was them. They’re the best part of my world, and living in your world would mean losing mine. I thought I could do it, but they’re my family. I…” Her voice broke. “This has been the most wonderful three days of my life, but I can’t give them up. Can’t give Daj up. I’m sorry I’m not strong enough.” 
 
    With that, she turned and floundered gracelessly towards the shore, and Skip watched her go. Watched his mermaid pull herself up onto dry land; watched her glance back at him long enough to see the tear tracks on her face and the way her shoulders heaved with sobs; watched her turn and stumble towards the path that led back to town and the Gypsy camp.   
 
    Watched her choose her own world over his, and he couldn’t blame her at all.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER TEN 
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    Daj was in her usual place—sitting in her chair beside their wagon, her face turned to the sky and her pipe clamped between her teeth—when Marina arrived breathlessly in camp. She’d run through the town that she’d hoped to love, ignoring the curious stares for the half-dressed, soaking wet “Gypsy wench,” and now threw herself to her knees beside Daj. 
 
    “What is this, Granddaughter?” Daj’s withered hand stroked Marina’s wet head, where it had come to rest on the old woman’s lap. “Your third day is not over yet. Did your King—” 
 
    “He’s wonderful!” Marina wailed, although her voice was muffled. “I love him and I can’t live without him and I have to!” She dissolved into a sobbing fit, grateful that Daj didn’t make fun of her childish dramatics. The moment called for a bit of dramatics, Marina felt. 
 
    If the old woman said anything else for the next several minutes, Marina didn’t hear it. All she could do was clutch Daj’s legs and mourn. Mourn for the beautiful days she’d spent with Skipper, and the knowledge that she’d never again experience that. 
 
    He’d looked her right in the eyes and told her he loved her, asked her to spend the rest of her life with him, and she’d left him. It had been the hardest thing she’d ever done, but she had to leave him—she didn’t even stop to grab Daj’s scarf. She’d just run. She had to run, because if she’d hesitated a moment longer, she might’ve thrown herself into his arms and his world without looking back, and she couldn’t do that to Daj. To Vano and Christine and Leander and her family.  
 
    They were her world. 
 
    It seemed like forever before Daj’s quiet voice cut through her misery. How long had the old woman been speaking? “Shush, Granddaughter. It is not so bad as all that. Everything will be fine. Can you tell me?” 
 
    Marina forced herself to take a deep breath, and then another. She sat up, trying to ignore the feeling of being watched. In the Gypsy camp, there was little privacy, and the rest of the troupe watched surreptitiously from their various tasks around the little clearing. Sniffing, she realized that Daj’s lap was soaked. From Marina’s tears, or from her still-wet hair? It was hard to believe that only a while ago she’d been flying over the waves with Skipper. Had been playing in the water with him. Had been kissing him, had been loving him. 
 
    She wiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands, willing her tears to dry. Besides, if she got any wetter, she would be a mermaid. Even that thought made her maudlin. How could she possibly go back to being the Girl With The Fish’s Tail now? After she’d been Skipper’s mermaid? 
 
    God, her heart was breaking. 
 
    “Come now, girl.” Daj pushed back a clump of red hair to peer into Marina’s eyes. “I do specialize in relationships, you know. Tell me your trouble, yes?” 
 
    Marina tried to smile, but it didn’t work. “I don’t think that your Gypsy magics are going to work this time, Daj.” 
 
    “We will not know until you explain. You love him, I know. Did he fail somehow to fall in love with you?” 
 
    “No,” Marina sniffed. “He did.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. This is horrible news, I can tell.” 
 
    “Stop teasing. It is horrible news.” 
 
    Daj smiled gently and took Marina’s hand in hers, gently rubbing her thumb over the younger girl’s skin. “I am sorry. Tell me?” Her touch didn’t feel anything like Skipper’s, but Marina still felt warmth spreading up her arm. 
 
    Sighing, Marina tilted her head back to face the sun, the way Daj had taught her to all those years ago. She felt the sun’s light and energy comfort her, and she inhaled deeply. “Our days were wonderful, Daj. Even without my voice, I loved being with him, and I made him happy. I could tell.” She knew the old woman wanted details, but she couldn’t share, not yet. Not when her heart was so raw. “Today he told me that he loves me, and asked me to marry him.” She straightened her shoulders, trying to push the pain down into her stomach and focus on the pleasure the sun shed. 
 
    It almost worked. 
 
    “You did not agree to marry him?” Daj’s question was rhetorical. “Even though you were so sure that was what you wanted? So sure that you would be happy here with him in his world?” 
 
    The gentle way she said it left no doubt that she’d seen what Marina had not.  
 
    “I…” Marina squeezed the withered hand holding hers. “I realized that it wasn’t my voice I’d have to give up to stay with him, in his world. It was you. I’d have to give up you, the best part of my world, to stay here with him.” 
 
    “Mmm, yes.” Daj bent and kissed the spot in the very center of Marina’s forehead, like she’d done when Marina was a young girl. “I am sorry that this choice causes you pain, my girl. But when his world is so very different from yours, you must cut knots with one or the other.” 
 
    Despite her heart’s heaviness, Marina tried to smile. “Cut ties, you mean.” 
 
    “Yes. No, no. Cut line?” The old woman’s nose wrinkled. “Who is cutting the line?” 
 
    “That’s what a fisherman does, I think.” Skipper had actually used the term a few days before, as one of those nautical things he was always saying. “But cutting ties…yes. That’s what I have to do, and…” She tightened her grip on Daj’s hand, willing herself the strength to say what needed to be said. “And I have to give up my dreams of being with him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The simple question surprised Marina. “Why? Because you’re my family, that’s why.”  
 
    “We are not.” 
 
    Marina grew indignant. “You are my family, the only one I know. I might not love this vagabond life, but you—and Vano and Leander—are my world. You’re what’s important.”  
 
    “And you don’t want to give us up.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but Marina was getting worked up anyhow. “How could I give you up, after what you’ve done for me? I owe you—I owe Vano—too much to leave you now.” 
 
    “Even if it means your own happiness?” 
 
    “Why are you arguing with me about this? I’ve made my decision!” 
 
    The old woman patted Marina’s arm. “Because, Granddaughter, I love you. You deserve to be happy, and loyalty is not the only answer.” 
 
    “It’s not loyalty, Daj. It’s love!” 
 
    “Yes.” Daj nodded solemnly. “It is a different kind of love than what you hold in your heart for Skipper.” 
 
    Deflating, Marina felt the tears prickling the backs of her eyelids. “Just tell me what to do, Daj!” 
 
    “Heh. I cannot do that, my girl. Only your heart can guide you.” 
 
    “Don’t give me the same platitudes you give those gadjo women who come to you for answers.” 
 
    “I don’t know this word platitu—” 
 
    “It’s not important, Daj. I just mean…” Marina sighed. “I just mean that my heart is guiding me in two different directions.” 
 
    “I know. It has a difficult choice to make.” 
 
    Marina pulled her hand out from Daj’s and scrubbed both across her face, trying to bolster herself. “I’ve made it already. I was willing to give up my voice to be with him, but not…” She swallowed. “Not you.” 
 
    “Your voice, you have said?” 
 
    “When you told me I’d have to give up something, and then you—you magicked away my voice somehow, I assumed that was the forfeit I would pay. But Skipper visited a doctor or something who gave him something for me to drink, and my voice came back.” 
 
    “And you are now not sure if it was magic or medicine, hmm?” 
 
    “What’s magic?” Leander jogged up, holding his guitar. “Where have you been, Fins? And why are you all wet? Taking this ‘mermaid’ thing a bit far, huh?” 
 
    Somehow, his teasing lightened Marina’s heart a bit. Made her feel like something, at least, was normal. “I decided to go swimming with all of my clothes on.” 
 
    “But you don’t swim. Remember that time I pushed you in the Mississippi and you nearly drowned?” 
 
    He was exaggerating, but she wasn’t going to defend herself because he expected her to. Instead she rolled her eyes. “No, I’d obviously repressed that memory. Thank you so much for reminding me.” 
 
    His grin told her that he knew what she was up to. “You’re welcome. Now, what’s magic or medicine? Trying to figure out how you’ll react when you catch cold from your swim?” 
 
    Marina was saved from having to answer when Daj said something under her breath and swatted at her grandson. “Marina lost her voice recently and is not sure why.” 
 
    “I lost it after I made a deal with Daj.” 
 
    The old woman’s expression didn’t change. “Not with me, my girl.” 
 
    “Sorry, your magics.” 
 
    Leander was looking back and forth between them. “I don’t know about any deal, Fins, but I do know that Daj’s magics work in mysterious ways. Maybe it was magic, or maybe it was you just got sick. Or maybe you got sick because of the magics.” 
 
    Marina’s eyes widened. His twisted logic actually made her feel better. “You know, I don’t care what everyone else says about you, Leander…you’re not a complete idiot sometimes.” 
 
    When he smiled hugely at her joke, she had to grin in return. He wasn’t her real brother, just as Daj wasn’t really her grandmother, but he might as well be. And as much as it hurt to think of leaving Skipper, of giving up her place in his world, she knew that she couldn’t leave her family. 
 
    So she took the hand that he offered her, and let him pull her to her feet. Her bare feet, toes curling in the grass of the Gypsy camp. This is where she belonged. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    There was a commotion from the direction of town, and Leander looked over his shoulder. She could tell by the way he stiffened that it wasn’t good news. And when he turned and placed himself in front of her and Daj, legs braced and shoulders out to make himself look more intimidating—she recognized his body language—she knew for sure.  
 
    There’d been a few times over the years when an angry mob had chased them away from towns, and they’d terrified Marina. But Everland had been welcoming, and this didn’t sound like a mob. 
 
    She peered over Leander’s shoulder. No, what was coming over the hill wasn’t an angry mob, but was a group of people. And there, in the front, wearing only the wet trousers he’d been wearing when she left him, with Daj’s beautiful green-and-purple scarf balled up in one fist, was Skipper King. 
 
    Marina’s knees went weak again. But Daj’s touch in the small of her back gave her the strength to remain upright. Skipper was here? He’d…he’d come after her. 
 
    She sucked in a breath and glanced down at Daj. “Did you know this would happen?” 
 
    The old woman smile enigmatically. “The future is always clouded, my girl. You know that. But as you say…he loves you.” 
 
    “Daj,” she whispered, her attention once more focused on the gloriously tanned and shirtless man striding towards her, “You haven’t given me a good answer. Do you think I made the wrong decision?” 
 
    “I think that true love is a rare and magnificent thing, and that you should not toss it aside.” 
 
    True love. Marina’s heart began to pound wildly in her chest. She loved Skipper, yes, and wanted to be with him. But being part of his world would mean giving up hers. And she loved Daj too. How could she make the choice? 
 
    “It’s interesting how you don’t confuse your idioms when you’re trying to get your point across,” she murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” Daj agreed, a smile in her voice. “It has been a useful diversionary technique all these years, Granddaughter, but now you will know the truth before you leave.” 
 
    Marina’s attention fought to whip back down to the old woman. “Leave?” 
 
    But then, Skipper was there, dripping all over the grass and looking twice as wonderful as he had that morning in the sunshine. She never found out what Daj would have said—if she’d have even said anything at all—because Marina’s gaze was back where it belonged. 
 
    On Skipper and the magnificent mermaid tattoo that covered his bare chest, and the crowd of people behind him. There was his dark friend who had come to their second performance with him, and the couple—the long-haired blonde woman and the regal-looking man—who she’d seen consulting with Daj. And the pregnant, cinnamon-haired woman who Skipper had introduced her to—what was her name? Thorn? Briar? And there was Mrs. Bellini, the bookseller who’d been so kind and interesting to talk to, and the shopkeeper and her baby, and even the Sheriff! And a half-dozen other townspeople who milled behind Skipper or peered nervously at the Gypsies. 
 
    Why were they here? Why did they follow Skipper, as if expecting him to break into tricks? They were staring at him like they stared at her when she performed. 
 
    Like he was a freak too. 
 
    And then he spread his arms, as if to say “Take me,” and the mermaid on his chest rippled. 
 
    Marina’s heart broke again. She so very badly wanted to take him, but couldn’t. 
 
    She couldn’t leave Daj. 
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    He’d collected an entourage on his trip through town. If he’d thought about it ahead of time, he would’ve realized that anyone who saw him—who was used to seeing his tattoos hidden from all stares—would’ve been curious as to why he was currently dripping wet and half-naked…but he hadn’t been thinking. All he’d known was he had to get to Marina. 
 
    When she’d left him, and he’d realized her reasoning was sound, he’d stood in the water beside his unnamed boat for a long while. He’d stared at the sky and concentrated on the feel of the water lapping against his skin, and the gravel that pressed against his toes, and the taste of her on his lips. And he’d come to a conclusion.  
 
    That’s when he’d splashed his way to land, grabbed her scarf, and stalked through Everland on his way to the Gypsy camp.  
 
    Max had seen him first, and called out a joking “Everything shipshape there?”  
 
    Skip had ignored him, as well as his partner Dmitri, who’d asked a similar question. And when the two men had fallen in behind him—obviously curious about where Skip was going in such a hurry, half-naked and soaking wet—even more joined in to follow. 
 
    And now he stood in the Gypsy camp, half of Everland behind him, staring. Two worlds colliding, with Skip and Marina in the middle.  
 
    And a young man—that acrobat, Leander she’d called him—in between, looking like he would challenge Skip to a fight, except for the guitar in one hand. “What are you doing here, gadjo?” 
 
    Skip didn’t want to talk to him, he wanted Marina. He met her eyes over Leander’s shoulder, and faltered. How to explain why he’d shown up like this? In front of all these people? Could he bare his soul like that? 
 
    “I’ve come to return Marina’s scarf.”  
 
    Apparently not. 
 
    As he held up the pretty green-and-purple scarf she’d danced with for him last night—had it only been last night?—he watched something shift in her expression. He hadn’t seen the hope in her eyes until it faded. He’d said the wrong thing. 
 
    Skip sighed and spread his arms wide, palms out, knowing that the whispers behind him were part-confusion, part-shock at seeing him like this in public, half-naked and showing off his tattoos. But at that moment, he didn’t care. He was desperate to make up for his fumble. And all he cared about was making Marina understand. And he couldn’t do that with Leander in the way. 
 
    “Marina, I love you. When I asked you to marry me, I meant it.” 
 
    The whispers turned into surprised murmurs, and it wasn’t only his neighbors behind him. He heard speculation from all around them, as conversations tripped over one another. 
 
    “It’s that veil dancer, isn’t it? She ran through town earlier and I thought she looked odd.” 
 
    “Did he say marry?” 
 
    “Why would she want to marry a gadjo, eh?” 
 
    “That’s not the veil dancer, that’s the mermaid.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, the mermaid was hideous. This girl is lovely.” 
 
    “Is no one else wondering why they’re both soaking wet?” 
 
    Leander took a step forward, his free hand clenching into a fist. “You’re not worthy—” 
 
    Marina’s hand on Leander’s shoulder stopped him, and Skip breathed a sigh of relief when she moved around the overprotective man.  
 
    But she only came close enough to take the scarf from Skip’s hand—she even took care to ensure that their fingers didn’t touch. “Thank you,” she murmured, the turned back to the old woman who’d moved forward to beside her.  
 
    After she draped the scarf around the woman’s shoulders—Skip remembered her as Madame Vadoma, the fortune-teller and Marina’s sort-of-grandmother—Marina’s hands dropped to her sides and her shoulders drooped. But she remained facing away from him. How could he convince her like this? 
 
    To his surprise, Vadoma met his eyes over Marina’s shoulder. “Skipper King.” It shouldn’t surprise him that she knew his name—she told fortunes, after all. “Why have you really come here?” 
 
    He exhaled. Dropping his hands to his side, he knew he had to find the words to make Marina—to make them all—understand. Even though her back was to him, he spoke to her. “I love you, Marina, and I can’t lose you.” 
 
    Without turning, she said with a sorrowful voice, “I’m sorry. Giving up my world to be a part of yours would mean losing…” She didn’t finish her sentence, but the way she glanced over at Leander and the old woman made it clear what she meant. She sighed. “I’m not strong enough to make that choice. It would…” 
 
    When she hesitated, he finished for her, “It would tear you up. And I can’t ask that of you.” 
 
    Maybe that had been the right thing to say, because she finally turned. He told himself that there wasn’t hope in her expression, but there was something. Something fierce and bright.  
 
    He held her beautiful blue eyes and took a deep breath, and then another, knowing what he had to do. Knowing what it would mean to him and his future and his place. “I’ve known you for such a short amount of time, but you’re the most intriguing woman I’ve ever met. I know, beyond all doubt, as true as the North Star, that I want you in my life—No.”  
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, willing the rushing in his ears to subside, and opened them again to find Marina’s sad blue eyes on him. “No. I know, beyond all doubt, that I want to be in your life, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    It seemed like such a small distinction, but when the hope flashed back into her expression, he knew that it was the right one. And when she took an unsteady, aborted step towards him, and her arm twitched as if to reach for him, Skip felt the pull. He felt as if she’d attached a line through the center of his chest, and was heaving on it.  
 
    They were connected, the two of them, and would be for the rest of their lives, if he had anything to say about it.  
 
    “I asked you to marry me, Marina, but I realized that wasn’t fair. You shouldn’t have to give up your world for me, so I’ve come here to…” He swallowed, and took a deep breath. “To ask you if I can marry you.”  
 
    He ignored the burst of whispers, and focused only on her surprised expression. “I don’t know what I would do in a troupe of roaming performers, but if a professor can be your musician, then I’m sure I could find a place of my own. I could—I don’t know—learn to juggle or—” 
 
    “Skipper.” She halted his rambling with another step towards him. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying that I want to be with you, and if that means living in your world, then you’re worth it to me.” 
 
    Max, standing beside him, scoffed. “You’ve got a business and a life here, Skip.” 
 
    He had a boat here, but none of that mattered. Without dropping Marina’s gaze, Skip said, “Yes. And I’ll give it all up to be with her.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous—” 
 
    He interrupted Max. “That’s love, my friend.” He glanced at the other man, knowing he was only saying what his other friends were thinking. “I’ll miss you, but I can’t imagine my life without her.” 
 
    Max rolled his eyes and threw up his hands. “You’re all turning yellow-bellied! You won’t catch me falling in love and acting like a fool, I tell you.” 
 
    Skip just smiled and turned back to Marina. “What do you say, sweetheart? Is there a place for me here, in your world?” 
 
    She was already shaking her head incredulously. “You can’t, Skipper. You just found a way to sail again. You can’t give that up.” 
 
    His chest tightened at the thought of leaving his lake and his new boat. She was right; he had just found sailing again. This morning had been glorious, thanks to her presence. And he knew it would have to be enough. He would have the memory of those few precious hours to sustain him during the years, the same way the memory of a boyhood spent on the bay had sustained him all this time.  
 
    “Skipper,” she pleaded, taking another few steps to stand in front of him. “Think this through.” 
 
    “I have.” He caught her hand and brought it to his chest, pressing it against his mermaid. “Marina, I have. My heart can stand a life without sailing, but not a life without you.” He heard someone behind him sigh. “It’s not fair to ask you to give up your family.” 
 
    “But your lake! That’s the only water where…” She trailed off, her eyes raking over the crowd that surrounded them, and he knew what she was hinting at. 
 
    He took a deep breath and pressed her hand closer in desperation. “When I found Everland and Lake Enchantment all those years ago, I knew I’d found my home. This was the only place I could…I could be. But without you…” He swallowed, not sure how to say what was in his heart. “You remind me of sailing, sweetheart. With you, I’m free and—and flying. You fill that spot in my heart, Marina.” 
 
    “Oh, Skipper.” Her eyes filled with tears and her lips curled downward.  
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut so he wouldn’t have to see the look on her face when she rejected him. He’d poured his heart out to her, but it wasn’t enough. 
 
    “Yes, this is good.” The new voice was weak, but filled with a resonance he’d never heard before. No, that’s not true; he’d heard it once from that yogi in India, and then again yesterday, when he’d met ‘Doc’ in the disappearing house. 
 
    He opened his eyes to see the old woman Marina had been standing beside was now hobbling towards them, half her weight resting on an ornate cane. Madame Vadoma was popular already with the townspeople; he recalled the way she’d held the audience spellbound by divining details of Terrel Gruff’s love life, and telling Mrs. Doktor where she could find her missing brooch. But to Marina, she was just Daj—Grandmother—and that made her more worthy of respect than any magic, real or sham. 
 
    So he tightened his hold on Marina’s hand, and gave a little bow—very aware of how exposed he was without a shirt—to the old woman. Marina turned slightly as well.  
 
    “Daj?” she asked. “Why is this good?” 
 
    “It is good, Granddaughter, because your King really and truly loves you, and thus deserves you.” 
 
    “But…I’ve already told you that I cannot—” 
 
    “No.” The old woman stomped her cane on the ground. “This is not your decision to make anymore. Now it is up to me.” 
 
    From the look on Marina’s face, she didn’t understand any more than Skip did. “Daj, what—” she began at the same moment he said “Madame Vadoma, how—” 
 
    The old woman cut them both off with a slashing motion. “Skipper King, my granddaughter says that you brought her medicine from a doctor, yes?”  
 
    He nodded, glancing at Marina. He could tell that she was as confused as he was.  
 
    “And this doctor,” Vadoma continued, “he was not your usual doctor, yes?” 
 
    How did she know that? Skip just shook his head. 
 
    “You will take me to him, soon.” 
 
    “Her, actually,” he corrected, remembering his surprise at meeting ‘Doc’, and seeing it mirrored on Vadoma’s face. He also knew that he didn’t have any desire to leave Marina right now to escort a Gypsy fortune-teller to the home of the local Guild of Godmothers. No, that was the last thing he wanted to do, when he could be holding Marina. 
 
    Instead, he twisted his head around, scanning the crowd behind him. Hadn’t he seen…? Ah, yes. There. “Jack!” 
 
    Sighing, Jack Carpenter pushed his way through the Everland citizens until he stood beside Max. He glared at Vadoma, and then passed his hand across his eyes. “Let me guess. You want me to escort one crazy old lady to meet with another crazy old lady?” 
 
    Marina bristled. “Daj is not crazy! She—” 
 
    Skipper squeezed her hand to silence her protest. “This is Doc Carpenter, who I’ve gathered is on good terms with the doctor in question.” He ignored Jack’s disgruntled glare. “And yes, he can take your Daj to meet her.” 
 
    Marina stared up at him, questions in her eyes that he couldn’t answer. But finally, she nodded and seemed satisfied. She was trusting him, and that lightened his heart more than anything else that had been said in the last ten minutes.  
 
    “It’s not really up to me though,” Jack cautioned. “If the Godmothers don’t want to meet her, she won’t find them.” 
 
    Skip was surprised that he was willing to name them in front of the entire town…but maybe he trusted this particular group? 
 
    Madame Vadoma, however, openly scoffed. “Godmothers? Bah. Nonsense.” She made a flicking motion. “They are not so special. You do not need them. You have Madame Vadoma on your side.” She lifted that same hand in a grand theatrical gesture, and Skip could see a hint of what made her so great, and so sought-after as a teller of fortunes. “Your Godmother and I, we will come to an agreement, and I will stay here.” 
 
    Silence met her announcement, and Skip half expected scoffing, or at least chuckles. Instead though, the people gathered around—Gypsy and Everlander alike—and stared at the old woman in a mixture of awe and wonder.  
 
    After a moment, Marina shook her head slightly. “You will…what? What did you say, Daj?” 
 
    “I said that I will stay here, Granddaughter. Do you have carrots growing in your ears? I will stay here with you and your King and his lake.” 
 
    “But…” Marina looked up at Skip, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from Vadoma to reassure her.  
 
    The old lady was willing to stay? To stay here in Everland? 
 
    Keeping Marina’s hand pressed against his chest, he wrapped his other arm around her waist and pulled her against him. It was the only thing he could think of to do to hide the way his hand shook with fierce hope. Could she feel his heart beating furiously under his skin? Was hers beating with such intensity as well? 
 
    “Madame Vadoma, you’re saying that you’re willing to stay here in Everland?” If she stayed, then part of Marina’s world would stay here too. If part of Marina’s world was here, then maybe Marina could stay here happily as well.  
 
    The fortuneteller smiled. “Your lake will not travel with you. So you cannot come with us. And Marina won’t stay here without her family. But I am her family, and I can stay.” 
 
    Leander stepped up beside the old woman. “You would leave us, Daj?” 
 
    “Yes, my boy.” She patted his free hand and her smile turned sad. “In my heart, I am a Gypsy, and I love to move from place to place and see the world. But my body is ready to settle for a few years of peace in one place. It is time, and I have known it would happen. I have been waiting for Marina to make the choice, so that I could finally rest. I am old.” 
 
    “No, Daj, you’re—” The young man broke off, his voice thick with emotion, and Skip’s estimation of him went up. Instead of finishing his protest, Leander put his arm around his grandmother and lovingly said, “We will miss you.” 
 
    “As I will you. But you will visit me.” 
 
    “Daj…?” Marina’s whisper sounded about as small as she felt in Skip’s arms. She was pressed against him like she needed his support, and he gladly offered his strength. “Daj, are you…?” 
 
    Madame Vadoma straightened, despite her cane. “Do you love your King, Marina?” 
 
    Skip’s breath caught in his throat. It was the vital question she hadn’t answered yet. 
 
    Marina twisted to meet his eyes, even without pulling away from him. He felt all of her, from her body to her soul to her breath, and she was part of him in a way that he hadn’t understood was possible, even a short while ago. 
 
    She inhaled as he exhaled, then smiled. “More than I ever thought possible.” 
 
    Silence. One heartbeat, two heartbeats. 
 
    He finally inhaled. “You mean it, Marina?” 
 
    “I do. I love you so much, and I don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    He let go of her hand to wrap his other arm around her, to pull her even closer, to lower his lips to hers in a desperately joyful, perfectly perfect kiss.  
 
    Thanks to Vadoma’s solution, they had a chance at their Happily Ever After. Marina could stay here in Everland, he wouldn’t have to give up sailing, and she could have everything she’d wished for. All that remained… 
 
    He pulled away and stepped back. Sinking down on one knee, he was suddenly acutely conscious of their audience, thanks to the gasps and sniffles coming from Arabella Bellini and Briar MacKinnon.  
 
    I really should’ve stopped to grab a shirt. Next time I won’t do this half-naked. 
 
    And then he smiled, because if this went right, there wouldn’t be a next time. 
 
    “Marina, I love you, and I want you in my life. I want to share my whole world with you.” He swallowed and grabbed her hand, suddenly desperate to be touching her. “Would you consider marrying me?” 
 
    She stared down at him, her gorgeous bright blue eyes—eyes the same color as his beloved lake—unreadable. The moment stretched, and Skip felt his stomach flip over.  
 
    But then she smiled. That impish smile that told him she was about to tease him. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know… I rather liked the idea of you marrying me.” 
 
    “Deal,” he growled, right before he pulled her down to him. She ended up perched on his knee with her arms around his neck. “We can work out the details later.” 
 
    This time, she kissed him, and he decided that he liked it just fine.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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    “I knew your next carving would be a mermaid. I said that, didn’t I?” 
 
    Skip looked up from his work to see Rupert—a beaming Bonnie on his arm—grinning proudly at him. His partner looked right at home in the workshop they’d shared for so many years, and Bonnie was peering around with interest.  
 
    Trying to keep his lips from curving into a grin, Skip nodded once. “Good to see you, Bonnie.” He crossed and pulled the brunette woman into a hug, and offered her his arm, ignoring Rupert. 
 
    As he swept his partner’s wife into the workshop, pointing out various tools and half-completed projects, he said conspiratorially, ‘I should point out to that scurvy dog you married that I’ve worked on two other pieces in the last week. So in fact, he’s wrong.” Although strictly speaking, the cabinets and chest were past the carving stages. “My next carving wasn’t a mermaid.” 
 
    His teasing worked; behind him, Rupert burst into laughter. “And here I thought you’d be pining for me, or at least going crazy.” 
 
    “Well, we got here as soon as we could.” Bonnie smiled fondly at both of them. “A telegraph that says ‘Marrying tomorrow. Come at once. Or do not. I’ll marry regardless’ was intriguing enough that I dragged him to the train station immediately. We have to be home the day after tomorrow, but we’re here for your wedding.” She playfully slapped Skip’s arm. “And if you don’t give me all the details right this very second, I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    Skip chuckled, and escorted them through the door that led to his house—the house he used to share with Rupert, and which he’d soon share with Marina. 
 
    Marina, who would become his wife tomorrow. 
 
    The thought had him smiling foolishly as he made tea for Bonnie and something stronger for Rupert. Married. She’d agreed to marry him, to stay here with him in Everland and his lake. They’d be able to sail every day, if they wanted, if work and weather allowed. He could teach her to swim properly, and she would dance for him each evening.  
 
    “Tell me I didn’t look like that when you agreed to marry me again, darling?” Skip heard Rupert’s loud whisper to his wife. 
 
    Bonnie knew how to tease right back though. “Like what? Like all of your dreams were about to become true because the most wonderful woman in the whole wide world was yours?” 
 
    “Errr…yes?” 
 
    His wife snorted. “Honey, I’ve seen that look on men’s faces more times than I can count, but I’m pretty sure Skipper’s is because he’s in love.” 
 
    “Hmmmm…” Skip turned around just in time to see Rupert lean in to kiss Bonnie. “Then I guess I did look like that back then, huh?” 
 
    “And every day since,” she agreed as she kissed him back. 
 
    Skip grinned at his two friends, and then eventually had to clear his throat and plunk their drinks down on the table in front of them. “I am in love, thank you very much, and she is the most wonderful woman in the whole wide world.” 
 
    “Well.” Rupert sat back and reached for his cup. “I would’ve put money on you falling for that mermaid. You seemed smitten with her. Did you ever go talk with her like I suggested? I guess that’s where you met the veil-dancer, huh? We saw Micah Zapato after we got off the train and he said that’s who you’d suckered into marrying you.” 
 
    Without rising to the bait, Skip smiled and sat down at the kitchen table. The same kitchen table where he’d share long winter meals with Marina, and where they’d cook together, and where— 
 
    “He’s doing it again, Bonnie.” 
 
    Bonnie smacked her husband’s arm. “Stop teasing him.” She sat forward. “Now, Skipper, tell us all about her. Is she really a veil dancing Gypsy?” 
 
    Skip grinned, deciding that his partner didn’t need to know all of his soon-to-be-wife’s secrets. “She is. Her name is Marina, and I’ve never met another woman like her. I think you’ll appreciate her…casual way of looking at the world.” From Bonnie’s smile, she knew what he meant. “She’s not a real Gypsy, but she’s been living with them for years…” 
 
    He proceeded to tell his friends everything: how much he’d enjoyed their conversations in the Gypsy camp; how she’d showed up at his house, and even without being able to speak, managed to make his life feel full; how she helped him finish his boat, and how he’d loved the way she’d fallen in love with Everland and the townspeople; how she went swimming with him and danced for him and how they slept under the stars; how sailing with her made his heart feel completely full in a way it hadn’t been for years; how he’d bared his soul—and his skin—to her in front of half of Everland, and how her Daj—who was really a famous fortune-teller—agreed to live with them; everything. 
 
    Well…almost everything. He didn’t explain that the veil dancer was really the mermaid, and he didn’t mention anything about the Guild of Godmothers, or the way Marina’s kisses made him feel like he was sailing across the bay once more, or the fact that even Jack Carpenter, the town’s most cynical, sensible founder, thought there might be some magic in the air. Those just didn’t seem to be things Rupert needed to know at that moment. 
 
    The retelling took them into the evening, and Skip was almost hoarse with laughter from his friends’ banter when Rupert finally sat back in his chair with a satisfied groan. “Well, I’m starving. We’ve got reservations at Gordy’s restaurant tonight, and a room at the Inn. Figured you didn’t need the two of us cluttering up your house on the night before your wedding.” 
 
    Skip just grinned at the teasing. “I’m glad you’re here, to stand up next to me.” 
 
    As Rupert rose, he held out his hand, and Skip took it, glad for his friend’s firm handshake. He’d been through so much with Rupert, who’d seen him at his best and at his very worst. His life had been lonelier since Rupert had left, but soon it would be full again. 
 
    The other man grinned. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world, Captain.” 
 
    “That’s Skipper to you.”  
 
    Bonnie came around the table and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “We’re looking forward to meeting your bride, and to the grand excitement tomorrow. Sleep well.” 
 
    The wink she gave him, as she sailed out the door on her husband’s arm, left no doubt that she knew exactly what Skip would be thinking about instead of sleeping that night. 
 
    He fixed himself a hurried dinner, then went back to his work. He’d enjoyed the hours spent with his friends, but now would need to stay up late to finish his present for Marina.  
 
    It was almost midnight by the time the first coat of varnish was drying on his latest creation and he finally crawled into bed. Stacking his hands behind his head, he stared up at the beams above, and thought of tomorrow night. When Marina would be here in his arms. 
 
    She’d come to visit him that morning, and the day before, and the day before. Daj had come twice too, and he’d enjoyed getting to know her. He liked the way she showed him her true self; he didn’t see the famous fortune-teller the other gadjos saw—and just the fact that he was thinking of his friends and neighbors as “the other gadjos” was telling enough—but just an old, tired woman who was ready to settle into an easy life. She’d given him permission to call her “Grandmother,” and Skip found that he liked it. He didn’t care for the way she kept calling him ‘King’ like it was a title, rather than his last name, but he thought that he could get used to it, for Marina’s sake. 
 
    Marina had been glowing that morning, but that might’ve been because of the kisses he’d stolen while Daj’s back was turned. Not that Daj would’ve disapproved, according to the looks she was sending their way.  
 
    After they’d helped move all of Marina and Daj’s books into his study, Vano and Leander had moved the ornate wagon Marina and Daj shared up to the rise overlooking the lake and Skip’s home. He’d tried to talk the old woman into moving into his guest bedroom—Rupert’s old room—but she’d laughed off the offer.  
 
    “One day, when I am truly old, perhaps. But for now, I am still a Gypsy, and my wagon is my home. Besides, I am Madame Vadoma—many people will come to talk to me about their futures and their loves. I need a place to be.” 
 
    And Skip, looking out over his lake, had understood. 
 
    Tomorrow, Daj would be part of his family, the same as Marina. And he found that he couldn’t wait.  
 
    Marina—his mermaid, his Siren—had told him that she’d always dreamed of living in his world, with the stability and permanence of living in a town with neighbors. And of course, he used to love living in her world, with the adventure and excitement of a new place each day. But he’d found a place here with his lake, and while he was willing to give it up for her, he was glad that he wouldn’t have to.  
 
    Because now it wasn’t that she was living in his world, or he was living in hers…but after tomorrow, they’d each have a brand-new world to live in, created with one another. Together. Their own world. 
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    Her wedding day dawned bright and clear and warm, with just enough breeze to lift her curls and tease her senses. Sailing weather, Skipper would’ve said. But to Marina, it was perfect wedding weather. 
 
    The hours passed in a blur, with Daj and Rebecca offering advice, and Christine helping her into the new purple gown that she’d spent the last few days frantically sewing, and Vano explaining how he’d come up with a new travel schedule that would put Neptune’s Collection of Wonders through this area of Wyoming at least once a year, and Leander moping about looking like he really was losing a sister. 
 
    The entire camp turned out to escort her to the lakeshore where her wedding would take place, and the music—Benny and Lem on drums and flutes, with Rebecca’s fiddle and Leander’s guitar—gave the whole procession a sort of parade feel. In fact, they collected townspeople as they trooped through Everland, so that it was a laughing, chattering, cheerful crowd that deposited her on the shores of Lake Enchantment. 
 
    They spread out in a semi-circle, and Vano escorted her to Skipper, who stood beaming at her. She might’ve imagined a church and a man in a fine suit when she imagined her wedding, but the reality was much better. The sun sparkled against the lake like a million flames, and Skipper stood barefoot, his sleeves rolled up to show off his tattoos, with the water licking at his toes.  
 
    Marina smiled. He was showing her who he was, and who she’d be taking. He wasn’t a gentleman, but a simple sailor who’d worked hard to get where he was, and who was happiest on his lake in his shirtsleeves. She’d take him like this, and gladly, and spend the rest of her life proving to him that simple sailor or not, he really was the King that Daj called him. 
 
    He was the King of her heart, and she was his mermaid. 
 
    And behind him, riding high on her anchor, was Skipper’s wedding gift to her. He’d named his new boat the Mermaid, and a brand-new figurehead—lovingly carved and painted by him with her wild red curls and green tail—adorned the pointy bit in the front. The bow, she corrected herself silently. If she was going to marry a sailor, she’d have to learn the words. After all, he’d named his boat after her, and she knew how special a present that really was. 
 
    And so she was laughing with joy when she took his hand, and Pastor Tuck led them in the traditional ceremony. Marina remembered very little of it, because she spent the time staring into Skipper’s beautiful caramel eyes. 
 
    After the pastor stepped away, Daj came forward with a white-haired, bespectacled woman at her side. The two of them exchanged a nod, and then Daj moved beside Marina and Skip. She rested her hands on each of their cheeks, and Marina noticed that wonderful warm strength that seemed to pass through the old woman’s touch. The Gypsy fortune teller looked them each in the eyes and began to speak in the old language, which Marina rarely heard her use. Marina didn’t know what the words meant, but it felt like some kind of benediction, and Skipper tightened his grip on her hand.  
 
    When Daj was done, she stepped back and pulled the green-and-purple scarf from her shoulders, then wrapped it around the couple’s joined hands. The finality of it, and the way the old woman patted their hands twice after they were wrapped in the scarf, send shivers through Marina. She looked up into Skipper’s smiling eyes. Whatever Daj had said, it had worked. Now she felt well and truly married. 
 
    Well, almost. 
 
    Reaching on her tiptoes, she kissed him and he kissed her back, amid much laugher and ribbing from the gathered crowd—Gypsy and Everlander alike. 
 
    The wedding turned into a party soon enough, with food set out on long tables, and music and dancing. Marina smiled as she thought about the way she’d danced for Skipper on this very beach, not so long ago, and how she’d dance for him again. She’d taught Rebecca the secrets of the veil dance, so the other woman could continue the troupe’s enticing reputation, and even passed on her favorite purple naval jewel. In return, Rebecca had taught her a few things about enticing her new husband. She hadn’t wanted Marina’s mermaid tail though, so it had come with her to her new life, packed carefully with the rest of her clothes. 
 
    Skipper tugged on the scarf that now covered her shoulders, pulling her out of her musings. “What are you thinking about, wife?” 
 
    She smiled at the word, the same as he had. “I was wondering if I’d have use for my tail again, now that I was living in your world.” 
 
    “Actually,” he began, dropping a sweet kiss on her lips, “it’s our world, now. And yes, there will always be a place for a mermaid in our world, Marina.” 
 
    She playfully touched the cotton of his shirt that covered his tattooed chest. “But you already have your mermaid…here.” 
 
    “I know,” he growled, wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing his body against hers. “My mermaid is already in my heart, Marina.” The way he kissed her left no doubt that he meant her, and not his tattoo. 
 
    She smiled against his lips. How she loved this man! She had her dream of stability, and had her family close by…but most importantly, she had Skipper.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” he murmured.  
 
    The feast was in full swing behind them, but she was content to remain in his arms forever. “Not even a little bit.” 
 
    “Good.” His grin was downright wicked. “I have an idea. It’s a little unorthodox, but that’s how we are.”  
 
    She nodded, beginning to get excited. 
 
    He lowered his voice. “We could duck away from this crowd, find that nice secluded inlet that I know, take off all our clothes…” He leaned down and whispered the rest into her ear. 
 
    Marina grinned and nodded eagerly. With a chuckle, he scooped her up and trotted away. 
 
    And while the mixed crowd of Gypsies and Everland citizens celebrated their wedding… 
 
    Marina and Skipper King went swimming.  
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    Keep reading for a sneak peek at another Everland tale! 
 
      
 
    If you’ve enjoyed Marina and Skipper’s fairy tale, I urge you to friend me on Facebook or follow me on Twitter; I frequently post fun bits of social history that I find while researching my latest book. Do you like reading historical westerns, and like hanging out with others who do too? Join us on the Pioneer Hearts Facebook page, where we have the most wonderful discussions, contests, and updates about new books! 
 
      
 
    The Everland, Ever After series is so much fun! If you’d like to keep up with my stories, or read deleted scenes, or receive exclusive free books, sign up for my newsletter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Reviews help other readers find books they’ll love. 
 
    All feedback is read and appreciated.  
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    Sign up for Caroline’s Newsletter to receive exclusive content and freebies, as well as first dibs on her books! 
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    Interested in finding out just how Jack Carpenter became Everland’s town doctor, and how he knows so much about the Godmothers? Here’s a sneak peek of his story: 
 
      
 
    From The Stepmother: an Everland Ever After Tale 
 
      
 
    His princess’s gentle snoring had lulled Jack into a state of near-sleep himself. He wasn’t sure if she could even put herself to sleep anymore; most nights he just held her against his chest, marveling at this tiny little miracle of Creation, until she drifted off. It wasn’t because Zelle needed it. Nah, it was for him; he needed to feel her, to listen to her, to be reminded that he was alive and free and so was she.  
 
    Tonight had been no different. After finishing yet another meal of rice and beans and salt pork, he’d had to give her a bath in the basin. It was just as well that he let her eat naked, because with his limited meal repertoire, she often ended the evening smeared in mushed beans and with rice stuck in her ear.  
 
    It was the highlight of Jack’s day.  
 
    As usual, after her bath, he’d changed her into her nightdress and put her on his lap to read to her. Lately she’d gotten real interested in his books, but he still didn’t know if it was just the sound of his voice, or if she really cared about the story. And then, as usual, her eyes had gotten droopy, and she’d curled up against his chest, one thumb in her mouth and her feet tucked between them. When her breathing told him that she’d fallen asleep, he’d put the book down, and just hold her.  
 
    With his feet up on the crate, and his head wedged against the seat-back cushion just so, he could fall asleep like this. Had fallen asleep like this, pretty often since that day three months ago that he’d arrived in this two-bit town and moved into the empty house. Probably would’ve again tonight, except for the knocking. 
 
    It took him a minute to figure out where the noise was coming from. He’d had plenty of visitors in the first month, sure, but he’d gotten rid of most of them with his poor manners. Besides, the sun had already set. As always, something out of the ordinary like this caused his heart to crawl up into his throat and his pulse to start pounding in his ears. Had Witcher found them, already? It’d only been a few months! 
 
    The knock came again, and Jack slowly sat up, making sure not to disturb Zelle. He slipped around the furniture towards the simple house’s only door. Still holding her pressed against his right shoulder, he lifted her so that she sat more comfortably, and grabbed the knife off of the table where he’d set it to dry after dinner. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. 
 
    If Witcher had tracked them to Everland already, he wasn’t going to take them by surprise. Jack would do pretty much anything to keep his old boss from taking Zelle away again. Swallowing, he admitted that he could even kill to keep his princess safe. 
 
    Cautiously, he cracked the door with the hand holding the knife, being careful to angle his body to protect Zelle if necessary.  
 
    He probably shouldn’t have bothered. There was just enough light from the western sky to see who was standing on what would’ve been his doorstep if this God-forsaken place was civilized enough to have doorsteps: a woman. And not just any woman, but a young one. 
 
    He’d been to the prayer meeting every Sunday for the last ten weeks—he believed strongly that  Zelle needed to be raised with religion—and thought he’d met every single female Everland had to offer… all six of them. But this one hadn’t been there; hadn’t been around the town at all, as far as he’d seen. Because he’d sure as hell remember someone who looked as good as this. 
 
    She was a pale angel in the twilight, dark hair pulled back under some kinda bonnet, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth in a way that made her somehow more approachable. Maybe he was getting fanciful, but she looked exactly like the kind of woman—good and pure and tight and clean—that he’d dreamed of during those long nights in his cell. The kind of woman that he wanted to raise Zelle to be. Noble. Kind. Pristine. 
 
    Jack blinked, wondering if there was something off about the beans. What the hell was she doing, standing at his door? The sight of a wagon with two figures in it, kicking up dust on the way back to town, or the trunk with carpetbag on top, didn’t help clear things up, either. 
 
    Well, blinking hadn’t made her disappear, so Jack figured he’d better find some manners, quick. He pulled the door open wider, keeping the knife behind it so he wouldn’t scare her. He shifted Zelle up higher, and stepped forward a bit, to let the light from the lamp on the table spill out into the frigid night. 
 
    With a gasp, the woman took a step back, staring up at him like she’d seen a ghost. Maybe opening the door hadn’t been such a good idea. Was he all that ugly, really? From the way she was looking a bit sick, he thought that maybe he was.  
 
    “Can I help you, ma’am?” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, but continued to stare, her fingers twined around themselves in front of her lips. “Ma’am?” It was damn cold out here, and he was letting all the heat out. She shook her head once, although Jack couldn’t tell if it was in response to his question, or if she was trying to shake some sense into herself.  
 
     Zelle whimpered in her sleep, and nestled deeper into the crook of his neck. He would’ve patted her back to sooth her, but he was still holding the knife. The baby had drawn the mystery woman’s attention, though, and he watched her fear—or was it only surprise?—fade as her gaze swept over Zelle’s wispy pale hair. He tried again, “Ma’am?” 
 
    This time, she met his eyes, and dropped her hands from her mouth. He noticed that they were still twisted together, though, when she took a deep breath. “I’m Meri Almassy.” 
 
    She said it like it was supposed to mean something. “Yeah?” He knew he was being rude, but she still hadn’t explained anything. 
 
    When he didn’t react sufficiently—what had she been expecting?—her dark brows drew together, making a cute little “V” that he itched to smooth away.  Another deep breath, and he pretended not to notice the way her small breasts strained against the light gray of her coat. Why in the world would someone who looked like her show up at his door at this hour? There was no call for it, no good reason.  
 
    “Are you the doctor?” 
 
    Ah. There was a reason, but not a good one.  
 
    So Jack scowled, and told the truth—“No”—and slammed the door in her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Don’t worry! Jack eventually lets Meri in out of the cold…but you don’t have to take my word for it! You can read all about his surprise mail-order-bride in  
 
    The Stepmother: an Everland Ever After Tale. 
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