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          Loreste, like most of her kind, thought humans to be awkward and disturbingly made. But at the same time, there was something strangely intriguing about them. While other merfolk were content to avoid the world of humans, Loreste’s curiosity drew her closer and closer. She lurked about the land, staying out of sight, but always, deep down, hoping to manage some sort of encounter. 
          One day, without warning, she did.
          It was Loreste’s habit to nap in a tide pool a couple of miles north of the Town. It was quite inaccessible by land so never frequented by humans. Nevertheless, her Elders would have been appalled had they known. Loreste cared little about their opinions--she was fearless and liked risk. The Elders blamed her overconfidence on the fact that the young mermaid was extremely gifted. Not only was she an able, fast swimmer, but she was clever and strong in the magics. She had overcome a lemon shark when she was only fourteen. So humans did not intimidate her, no matter how much the Elders said they should.
          Loreste was sleeping in the shallow, sun-warmed pool when the young human stumbled upon her hiding place. He disturbed some rocks while descending the bluff face, and the noise woke her. She raised her head, turning to the sound, and saw him at once. At first she judged him a juvenile by his slender body and smooth face. However, on closer inspection she saw he was close to mature, probably eighteen or nineteen. Young, but human and dangerous nonetheless... Loreste had every intention of swimming away posthaste.
          But she didn’t have time. The youth jumped the last few feet and landed in the sand, turned to the sea, and spotted her. His eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. It was instinctual for Loreste to fear, and she did--an adrenaline rush seized her. She quickly reviewed her options. All the while the young man approached, cautiously, his round eyes locked on her.
          It would have to be magic then--no other choice.
          Loreste held still until she was sure he was close enough. Then she waited even longer. If she were going to incapacitate him, then she wanted it to be when he was at the water’s edge so she could study him after. This was, after all, an opportunity too good to pass up. The mermaid waited, she waited... The breeze stirred her hair and a coppery strand blew over her eyes and then away. She lifted her slender, pale arm out of the water and raised it to the youth, as if reaching for his hand. She extended her soul out until she sensed his, then like a silent fog she enveloped him.
          She closed her grip. He sank to his knees.
          It had gone well, he was just at the edge of the pool, kneeling in wet sand. Being connected by the water made her grasp upon him stronger. He was, in fact, so well caught that he wasn’t blinking. That happened with sharks too.
          “Remember to blink,” she told him.
          His lids sank, rose again. It was not natural blinking. His eyes were light brown, almost the identical color to his hair. But she was not so interested in his eyes and hair or anything above his waist, which differed not at all from those aspects of her own kind.
          She wanted to see his legs.
          He was wearing blue jeans, those sorts of leg coverings so common among humans for reasons she couldn’t fathom. By merfolk standards, human beings wore more clothing than was really required for modesty, although Loreste understood the principle of modesty well enough. On this occasion, in her curiosity she chose not to respect human customs. “Sit,” she said, “and take off your jeans.”
          The youth moved with even more awkwardness than usual for his kind, but he obeyed quickly, shedding his shoes, socks and finally his pants. Under the jeans he wore a swimming suit--another human contrivance that made no sense--so she told him to take that off too. It felt strange to invade his privacy thus, but she might never have such a chance again. Finally the young man was left sitting in the sand in nothing but his soft shirt, which was light blue with words on it that Loreste could not read.
          “Tell me your name,” she said, pulling herself closer to him.
          “Josh,” he replied. His voice, tranquilized, seemed so innocent. Just speaking his own name, he seemed to be giving himself over trustingly to her.
          Loreste was close to his feet now, and she tentatively reached for one of them. She set her fingertips to the top of the foot, just before the toes. She was surprised how soft the flesh was there. She shifted herself up on the shore, one hip making a nest in the sand that held her steady. Her tail she was careful to keep under the barely shifting surf. She stroked the youth’s foot carefully, touched his anklebone. Such an odd thing. The shape of it, the various textures and bumps ... and what could be the point of toes? 
          Her fingers slipped under the foot to the arch, and as she felt it, something interesting happened. Josh tensed up, then gave a little sigh. Loreste wasn’t sure if she had hurt or pleased him. She gave the arch another light caress and watched him. He twitched again but a slight smile formed on his tan face. 
          “Is it nice, Josh?” she asked him, smiling in spite of herself.
          He nodded, glassy-eyed. So, thought Loreste, perhaps humans were more like merfolk than she supposed. Perhaps legs and feet were like tail, when a person was aroused they became all erogenous. But what had she done that he should be in such a state? No mating behavior had preceded her actions.
          She would have to experiment further. She traced her fingers up Josh’s calf, over the fine short golden brown hairs, and watched his face. Less reaction here. He was very firm; his skin seemed stretched tight over hard muscle. There was a ridge of bone along the front of the limb. She studied the curve of the calf muscle and found it pleasing. Not so the knob of bone that was the knee: he had apparently injured it a little, for there were scabby scrapes that appeared fairly fresh. 
          The back of his knee was sensitive too. She lingered there, making small circles in the tender flesh. Josh’s eyes fell closed. She noticed then that his penis was erect. It was quite like those of mermen, except that it didn’t appear to have anywhere to sheath itself when not aroused--another problem that resulted from not having a merfolk’s tail. 
          She continued touching him, tracing over his thighs. She wasn’t sure she liked the hair there; some mermen had smoother tails than others but all were smoother than this and far more pleasing to touch--or at least that could be said of the only two young mermen whom Loreste had known in such a way. But then, as she caressed the upper part of the inside of Josh’s thigh, he moaned and arched his back. 
          To her surprise, his reaction actually excited her. Her tail began to tingle, to take pleasure in the rhythmic stroke of the surf. Loreste hesitated; the taboo against mating with humans was as strong in her as any well brought up mermaid. She told herself she was only exploring, learning, and tried to push the feelings away. She focused not on herself but on Josh and his responses. She found that more than anything, she was enjoying the power she had to please him. It was much more intoxicating than any magical skills she possessed.
          Loreste worked her fingers closer to the youth’s genitals--but out of respect did not touch them. She kept her caresses very light. Josh’s chin dropped and his eyes clenched tight. His flesh was not sleek but it did have a pleasant velvety texture. She passed her hand up and down over his thigh, front and back, and as she brushed close behind him, he twisted his position to lift his buttock from the sand and expose it to her. 
          This too was new. Here the human was yielding and amazingly soft. This part was, in fact, preferable to tail. She pressed and could feel sinewy muscle underneath, but laid over it was lovely tender flesh gilded in fine hairs. She dusted her fingers over the spot and Josh arched and moaned again.
          Why she allowed what happened next, Loreste would never quite understand. There had been no mating ritual between them. But somehow the mermaid found she was aroused by this strange creature, this human youth. He was in thrall; they were utterly alone. It seemed in that moment like it was all a dream and none of the rules by which she lived applied. There was something she wanted very badly, and in that strange setting she threw propriety out the window. She shifted her position and bent, bringing her tail as close as she could to the human. It could bear a little exposure to the air, she told herself. 
          Even in his stupor, Josh reacted to the sight. He stared in fascination through his trance and arousal. Loreste’s tail was radiant in the bright sun, golden brown with deep gray stripes, tinged all over with a hint of green. She lifted her tailfin coyly from the water and flicked it like a fan before submersing it again.
          “Josh,” she said, to get his attention. He turned his eyes to meet hers. “Josh, touch my tail.”
          One did not utter such words in polite company, but Loreste told herself the human wouldn’t know this. He reached for her and his full hand came to rest on her hip, stroking downward with the grain of her tail skin. His touch was silky sweet and she shivered under it. Strange-looking human, but so sweet. His hand was wonderful. “Again ... please,” said Loreste, and the young man rose to his knees and began petting her, his two hands exploring where waist met tail, the long curve, and the sleek branches of the tailfin. Every place he touched her was instantly warm with pleasure. She felt the mating urge mounting in her, a longing to yield, to surrender her body to this male...
          She had not forgotten the fact that this was not a merman. He was a human and it was wrong to think such things. But be that as it may, she saw now through her haze of longing that he was in his own way quite beautiful. She liked his narrow hips and the curve of his leg muscles. She loved the firm but velvety mounds of his buttocks. What before had seemed silly or even odd, now appeared exotic instead. Loreste wondered how it would feel if Josh wrapped his legs around her tail, what it would be like to float under him, her natural buoyancy surrendering to the weight of his slender body. 
          She knew she wouldn’t entertain such thoughts if she were calm. It was only the arousal moving her so, and it had already gone too far--she had to stop. “Enough now,” she said gently to Josh, and he obeyed her of course. She needed to go before she lost even more self-control. As it was, she smelled of arousal. Unless she took the long way home to give her body a chance to rinse, the Elders would notice and question her. And this was a tale she had best take to her grave.
          She gently instructed the young man to dress, and to forget what he had seen, and felt. He seemed almost sad at these directions, but nodded obediently. Loreste moved herself from the edge of the pool into deeper water. She looked back before diving under to swim away; Josh was just slipping his sandals on his strangely lovely feet. Curious but dear creature. As her arousal faded, she noted she still held a peculiar fondness for him. She wondered if she would ever touch a man again.
 
* * * *
 
          The people of the Town called the man Hunter. Loreste didn’t know if that was his given name, his surname, or simply the term that best fit him.
          She had been in a particularly restless mood that day and had actually made her way into the heart of the harbor. It was a tricky business that involved swimming low, shadowing boats, and finally concealing herself in weeds under one of the docks. It was from that hiding place that she observed the fuss that greeted Hunter’s arrival. She knew nothing of him, but the men standing on the wood planks above her had much to say.
          “I heard last spring, Hunter brought in a Great White.”
          “It’s true, I was there. It was a small one but story was he caught it barehanded in open water.”
          “And how’s that possible?”
          “Man’s got a power over fish they say.”
          The subject of their conversation was docking his boat a few slips down. It was a strangely configured craft, not like the other fishing boats. Hunter worked silently at tying it up, acknowledging greetings from the other workers with monosyllabic replies and the occasional glance of his storm-gray eyes.
          Even by merfolk standards, he was a striking man. He was tall, wiry, with lean muscles that looked highly efficient. His black hair was quite long and hung in curly tendrils on his neck. The curls, dampened by sweat and sea spray, framed his face. His skin was bronzed by much work in the sun, slightly weathered by the wind. He had the sort of sculpted features--finely arched nose, high cheekbones--that defined the face of sea gods and heroes.
          He also looked extremely dangerous.
          There was something about Hunter that positively chilled Loreste’s blood. He was so intent, so focused. His eyes, which in their grayness ought to have been cool, burned with some secret passion. There were times she saw him looking out to sea as if he wanted to cast himself toward the horizon and never come back. And whatever it was that possessed him so, he apparently shared it with no one.
          And how was it possible he had brought in a Sea Prince barehanded? Even the most powerful of her kind hesitated to do that. The species humans called great white sharks were the most revered of all the predators; the highest caste of merfolk were said to have Sea Prince blood. Loreste’s own clan was tiger shark breed, highly respected as well, but not as powerful or as strong in magic. It was said only a descendent of the Sea Prince could take down one of their kind. This Hunter was merely a human.
          But as the weeks passed and Loreste maintained her study of him, it was easy to see Hunter was no ordinary human. The deft way he worked with rope and nets, his swift and precise motions--he moved in air as the quickest fish in water. Loreste longed to see him swim. She wondered how long he could hold his breath. She imagined his lungs were very efficient, his body so finely tuned that it could adapt to sea as well as air. So she imagined...
          ...but she also came to fear him.
          One day when she was hiding under the dock, watching Hunter on the deck of his boat tinkering with some human apparatus, there was a sudden commotion. Some boys were swimming out aways from the shore, one among them further out than the others. There was a shrieking that only sheer terror could inspire. Loreste ventured out a little, since all the humans were preoccupied with the activity in the distance, and she saw Hunter spring from his boat into the water. Several men were in fact swimming toward the youth in distress, but Hunter arrived first. 
          It was too distant to see what was actually going on. Figures bobbed under the waves--there was splashing and more screaming. A second man arrived and seemed to take charge of the boy, dragging him toward shore as if he were injured. Hunter himself was preoccupied with some indiscernible activity. After a minute or two, he too began swimming back to the docks, but slowly as if somehow burdened down.
          The second man returned first with the boy, and at once Loreste realized what had occurred. The youngster had been bitten--a shark attack. She immersed quickly, looking for signs of the beast, but with all the activity near the docks the view was far too obscured. By the time she once again lifted her head from the water, Hunter had made his way back to his boat.
          With the shark in his arms.
          It was a small tiger shark, quite young, completely subdued and lying on its back. Hunter had a grip on the creature’s tail and his arm wrapped around its belly. The shark’s eyes were open but Loreste knew a trance when she saw one. 
          How was this possible?
          “Is the bastard dead?” someone called.
          “No,” said Hunter, “someone board my boat and put down the net.”
          “He oughta be. Hunter, see to that man-eater!”
          “I’ll deal with him,” said Hunter in a tone that ended the conversation.
          Loreste watched, stunned. When the net was down, Hunter deftly released the shark into it. Then he hauled first himself, then his prey into the boat and pulled it away out of her line of sight.
          The tiger shark’s tail was so similar to her own. It was chilling.
 
* * * *
 
          That night, in spite of all her better judgment, something drove Loreste to return to the docks. Of course she went in the hopes of seeing Hunter again, of puzzling out the contradiction of her fascination with him. Later, in retrospect, she would wonder if she hadn’t actually wanted to get caught.
          It was a brightly moonlit night with scuttling clouds. As Loreste approached the Town underwater, she could see above her in the rippled moonlight the silhouette of a boat far out from the shore. Her keen eyes recognized the odd shape of Hunter’s boat. Loreste swam to it, staying submerged until she was close enough to see if he were on deck. She popped up quietly, but realized at once that she should have taken care to wait till the moon was obscured. It took only a moment to discover that not only was Hunter on the deck of his boat, but he was standing looking in her very direction.
          Loreste submerged immediately, and stayed down. She should have fled, but her usual reckless curiosity refused to let her abandon her plan yet. There was always a chance he hadn’t seen her. But as she hovered perhaps ten feet under the surface, it occurred to her that she had made a serious miscalculation. If Hunter truly had spotted her, he would assume she was a human swimmer, and her disappearance under the surface would only serve to convince him she was drowning and needed help.
          An instant after this thought occurred to her, it was confirmed. Loreste heard and saw the splash of the man diving into the water, and indeed through the murk she could tell he located her at once. And noticed her tail. Even in the dark and at this distance, she could see his shock. Now it was time to flee, and she turned and launched herself with a hard stroke of her tail. 
          She could feel him in pursuit. The image of the subdued tiger shark sprang to her mind and she swam for her life. She did not have time to dive to evade him--going to the depths could not be rushed except at one’s peril. But she was a mermaid, she had a good lead on him, surely even keeping to the shallow water she would still outpace him in a minute or two. This certainty prevented her from applying her top speed--she thought it better to conserve energy for distance.
          This second misstep was her downfall. Before Loreste knew it, Hunter was upon her. His hand gripped the base of her tail fin and he pulled, grabbing her around mid-tail with one powerful arm. Then he released her fin and his hand reached for her head. She had no time to even think of using magic before his fingers pressed upon her face, on the bones under her eyes. 
          She had been struggling, but no more.
          The tenseness in her muscles dissolved instantly. In any other circumstance it would have been a wonderful sensation. All strain was gone; she was as limp as kelp in Hunter’s grasp. At once he bore her up to the surface, and when they emerged the man took a great gasp of air. Loreste’s head lolled back. Hunter tipped it to look into her eyes, panting. 
          “What are you?” he said.
          Loreste regarded him over his hand on her face. She didn’t think she could speak and wouldn’t have replied if she could. His eyes bore into hers, as he shifted his fingers slightly. Suddenly she realized her vision was fading, narrowing. Then all she could see was Hunter’s gray eyes, illuminated by the moonlight. They seemed soft, soothing. Their gaze felt like a patch of warm current in a cool sea. She didn’t think it possible but she relaxed still further, basking in the light of his eyes. They were so beautiful.
          “What are you?” Hunter asked again.
          “A mermaid,” said Loreste.
          “Are you fish or human?”
          “Both.”
          “Can you live out of the water?”
          “My tail mustn’t dry out.”
          The beautiful eyes narrowed, then she felt her body moving and the motion broke her gaze. She closed her eyes and let him carry her--she was dead weight. It struck her as curious that she was so comfortable being powerless. There seemed some distant reason why she should be afraid, but it was so far off it was nothing but a blur. Hunter’s body was warm in contrast to the coolness of the sea. Loreste felt that if she hadn’t been paralyzed she would have clung to him. His hand on her face was firm but it didn’t hurt, it just filled her eyes with soft, liquid pleasure.
          When they stopped again, Loreste felt Hunter awkwardly working a net around her with his free hand. He bound her arms and tail. At this she was even more certain she should be terrified, but she absolutely couldn’t muster the emotion. She only wished she could move so that she might kiss Hunter’s palm, which was only an inch from her lips.
          Abruptly he released her, making one quick final tug of net around her body. A little at a time Loreste came back to herself. Her first sensation was terrible dismay that the sweet feeling was leaving her eyes and body. Then she felt the constricting threads of the net around her and panic began to well. And finally, terror for her life seized her.
          Hunter was working quickly. He climbed back up into his boat and then hauled Loreste up onto the deck. Caught. She had been caught by a human. It was her worst nightmare. A human and a shark-killer! She thrashed and strained against the net but of course it was no use.
          Magic... It was time to spell him. It was her only chance now. She gathered all her power into a tight ball in her heart and then released it toward him.
          But Hunter was not a shark, nor a youth, he was a man--and moreover, an extraordinary one. He flinched for a moment, shook his head as if to clear it, and finished lowering her bound body onto the deck of his boat. Her magic could not move him. She was surely lost.
          “Please don’t hurt me,” Loreste pleaded hopelessly. She struggled to shift her tailfin, which was painfully tangled.
          “How long can you be out of the water?” asked Hunter, holding the net firm around her arms. The moon came out from behind a cloud at that moment and his sharp features were illuminated. What had before seemed like such beauty now only filled her with fear.
          “Oh, don’t kill me! I know you killed the shark,” she wailed.
          Hunter sat down on the deck next to her wriggling body. “I haven’t killed a shark since I was thirteen, and then it was by accident. Stop struggling, I want to get you in the tank.” He nodded in the direction behind her.
          Loreste turned and saw that the strange boat contained a good-sized tank, buried in the deck, filled with water. It was big enough to hold both of them easily. So he meant to make her his prisoner!
          “You can’t do this! I’m a creature with a soul. It isn’t right to capture me.”
          “That may well be,” said Hunter, “but we’ll debate the point later, once your tail is safe. First this fellow has to go.”
          Loreste watched her captor stand and cross to the tank. He knelt by the side of it and reached in, and in a moment hauled out the tiger shark by the tail, grunting a bit with the effort. He held it upside down, limp. Hunter glanced at his prisoner and saw her wide eyes. “Before you accuse me of murder again, he’s just in tonic immobility. He’ll wake up as soon as I let go his tail.”
          Hunter strode to the side of the boat and gently lowered the shark over the side. Loreste heard the splash as it hit the water. “Go,” said the man to the fish. Then he turned back to Loreste. “It was a fluke. You know they’re not born ‘man-eaters,’ it was just a case of those boys being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But I suppose you talk to sharks all the time.”
          Loreste realized it had been moments since she had struggled against her bonds, and she gave them another tug. “Sharks can’t talk,” she said resentfully.
          “But you can talk,” said Hunter, and he strode back to her and dropped to his knees. “You’ve the tail of a tiger shark.”
          “It’s my clan,” she replied proudly.
          Suddenly Hunter scooped her up in his arms, net and all. “It’s a fine thing you can talk,” he said, “because there’s a lot I want to know.” He carried her over to the tank and bent to drop her in.
          “I won’t answer you.”
          He stared down into her eyes and tightened his grip. “So be it,” he said.
          Tangled in the net and bound in his strong arms, Loreste felt a flush come over her from tip to tail. To her horror, it was not fear.
 
* * * *
 
          It was late, but it seemed Hunter had no intention of leaving her to rest. He sat by lantern light with a notebook and pen, just at the edge of the tank but out of Loreste’s reach. He spoke little for the first hour, writing furiously and occasionally rising to go in the cabin and bring out a book, or another notebook, and finally his camera. As he photographed her, Loreste’s mind raced with the ramifications of it. Her whole race was at risk with this. What did this man mean to do? It frightened and angered her all at once. Finally she spoke, her voice trembling with rage and fear.
          “I have a soul, why do you treat me like some spectacle?”
          Hunter frowned but did not look up from his writing.
          She fell silent again, but turned her back to him. She ignored him thus for awhile, until suddenly he came around the side of the tank and knelt down, his face quite close to hers. Loreste was too startled to do anything but stare back at him. The two studied each other a long moment, then Hunter reached out his hand to her temple.
          “Gills?” he whispered.
          The mermaid felt his finger touch her left gill and she flinched. “Be gentle,” she urged him. Her hostility of the moment before had mysteriously vanished. There was something in his face, a curiosity that instead of being violating, made her feel admired. Loreste held still as the finger traced over her gill gingerly. Hunter’s mouth fell open slightly as he examined her. His mouth was so interesting. The upper lip had a little bump like a small beak, a tiny feature that intrigued the eyes. 
          Hunter’s gaze remained fixed on the gill as he spoke: “You must be afraid that I will stuff you, or eat you.” Then he looked her in the eyes and smiled slightly.
          “I’m afraid I’ll never leave this tank except to die,” said Loreste earnestly.
          Hunter’s smile faded. “That’s not how I treat creatures with souls,” he said quietly. He withdrew his hand and sat down Indian-style at the side of the pool, taking up his notebook again. Loreste floated, watching him. His dark head bent over the book as he wrote, and the moonlight caught in his black curls, glinting silver-blue.
          So the next hour progressed, with Hunter occasionally leaning over the pool to examine her, then writing, or peering into some book. Loreste relaxed enough that she actually became bored. Finally she leaned on the edge of the pool with her forearms and said, “Shouldn’t you be asking me questions?”
          Hunter looked up. “I thought you wouldn’t answer.” He arched one eyebrow questioningly.
          “Ask,” said Loreste.
          The man thought only a brief moment. “Are there many more like you?”
          She didn’t want to tell him about the others, but hated to refuse his very first question. “There are...” she ventured.
          Hunter scooted a little closer to the tank. “Obviously if your race wanted to communicate with us...well, obviously they don’t.”
          “Please don’t ask too much about them. I’ll answer what you want to know about me--”
          Hunter seemed to consider these two statements. She couldn’t quite read the emotion that he allowed to flicker across his face for an instant. Then he took up his notebook and pen again. “All right,” he said, “how old are you?”
          He questioned her for what seemed like hours. He asked about her diet, her digestive system, her reproductive system--although always in a most scientific way. When he was done grilling her about biology, he inquired about societal questions, like how she had been educated, what sort of dwelling she lived in, whether her people used currency. He wrote everything down, and whenever he bent his head to write, Loreste studied him. His feet were bare and he crunched up his toes occasionally when struggling over some statement he was writing. Loreste tried to imagine what it would feel like to crunch up one’s toes. Hunter had long, slender fingers and the mermaid liked the way they moved. But mostly she watched his head bent over the paper, his curls so shiny and soft looking. Her hands positively ached to touch his hair.
          Ironically, she was staring at Hunter’s curls when he suddenly looked up and said, “Your hair... The color isn’t natural.”
          Affronted, she replied, “Yes, it is.”
          “No, I mean, it’s not a color you see ... on women. Human women.” For the first time, he seemed ill at ease. “I mean, women have red hair, but yours... It’s almost metallic. Like red copper.”
          “It’s not uncommon ... with merfolk. My mother and brother are the same.”
          Hunter looked down at his notebook but this time didn’t write anything. After a moment his eyes returned to her face. In a very serious and emotionless voice he said, “By human standards you’re very beautiful.” It was a scientific statement. He went on, “But perhaps among your kind...”
          “...I’m nothing unusual,” Loreste finished for him. She could see that he was trying very hard to hide his embarrassment.
          At that he nodded, and made a great show of writing a note in his book. Loreste smiled.
          So the night wore on, and the moon traversed the sky. The clouds rolled away until the air was perfectly clear. Hunter seemed to run out of questions and things to write down. He sat frowning at the mermaid.
          A shiver of alarm went through her. “Why do you look at me like that?” she asked him, fighting the pointless urge to retreat to the far side of the tank.
          He gave her a steady look. “I need to look at you. Closer.”
          The tremor in Loreste’s belly, once again, was not fear. “I won’t bite you,” she said, trying to sound calm.
          “I’m difficult to drown,” Hunter replied. He stood up and tugged off his shirt, which had buttons with which he didn’t bother. As he pulled it over his head, Loreste’s gaze followed the dark trail of hair that traced down from his navel. Then Hunter unzipped his jeans and pulled them off as well. This revealed the ubiquitous swimming suit--or perhaps some sort of undergarment resembling one--and below that, long muscular legs that were tanned to golden and sprinkled with more dark hair. With a single easy motion, Hunter sat at the edge of the tank, then lowered himself in off the edge by both arms. He stood on the bottom, and the water level came to mid-chest on him.
          He was only a few feet from her. His shoulders looked very strong. In spite of her bravado, Loreste found herself backing to the wall of the tank.
          “Can I see your tail?” Hunter asked, his chin lowered non-threateningly, his voice very gentle.
          Loreste’s breath caught in her throat. During his inquiry, she had avoided the subject of the mating ritual. She didn’t wish to reveal the details now, either. She told herself the tingling, light twitch in her tail was only nervousness. She leaned backwards, immersing her head in the water and lifting her tail toward him. She watched him through the water, breathing through her gills.
          Hunter took her tail fin carefully by the edges. It was a shark-style tail, and ran at right angles to her shoulders. Hunter lifted it out of the water and examined it with an intent eye, this way and that. 
          Then, without warning, he ran his fingers along the side of her tailfin. Loreste cast aside all self-deception. In point of fact, her body had quickened to him hours ago and had been quietly in waiting ever since. 
          The first act of mating was the establishment of trust, and in spite of the innate threat of her situation, something about Hunter had evoked her trust. The second act was an exchange of praise, and although she had held her admiration secret within her heart, apparently Hunter’s ill concealed compliments had been enough for his part. The final act of mating was a gesture of submission by the male. Hunter’s willingness to enter the tank with her, putting himself at risk in her environment, had sufficed for that.
          But, she told herself, such conditions occurred often enough in life and were shrugged off. It was one thing to desire and another to act upon it. He was human. Loreste could not mate with him, shouldn’t even think of it. It was as clear and simple as that.
          Hunter’s smooth fingertips traced along a ridge of her tailfin. The touch sent a ripple like warm liquid up through the nerve to her spine. She twitched, hard, under the water, but the man didn’t notice. He was intent on examining her. “So like a tiger shark,” he said to himself, and through the water she read his lips. “Can it possibly be that you evolved from that?” he asked, frowning. He looked up and met her eyes. “A tigress of the sea,” he said, with a half smile.
          She smiled back at him through the water, her copper hair floating behind her head in a cloud.
          He put his hand to the underside of her tail, stroking it. Loreste closed her eyes, melting into the bliss of his touch. Hunter ran his fingertip over the striped pattern of her tail skin, then took a gentle but firm hold on her and turned her over. He put his arm around her tail to steady her, and stood nearer to her waist. Now he examined where her human flesh merged into fish flesh, and his hand smoothed over the transition at the small of her back.
          He had no idea how sensitive this spot was. Loreste felt her womb tighten inside her and her gills fluttered erratically, gasping. She was thankful to be turned toward the bottom of the tank so he wouldn’t see her bite her lip to fight the arousal. 
          Loreste was wearing a light traveling vest that covered her back and breasts, and she felt Hunter’s fingers pull lightly at the edge of it. He turned her gently over and lifted her, so her face emerged from the water. “What is this garment made of?” he asked.
          “The yarn is made from a kind of seaweed, it’s woven,” answered Loreste.
          “Is it for modesty, or just protection?” he asked.
          She was cradled in his arms like a child. She felt warm and light, looking up at the silhouette of his head against the moonlit sky. “Both,” she managed.
          He frowned a little. “Are you all right? Am I hurting you?”
          “No,” she replied quickly.
          He returned immediately to scientific mode, and examined her belly. “No navel,” he said. “That makes sense.” His hand came to rest on the flat patch of flesh, which blurred from velvet ivory to sleek tiger stripes. “This is so amazing,” he whispered, his palm sliding over her.
          “Hunter!” she gasped.
          “So you know my name then?” he said, glancing at her eyes with a slightly distracted smile. “You haven’t told me yours.”
          “Hunter, you mustn’t touch me there.”
          “Why?”
          “Not now at least...” Loreste wriggled a little, not wanting to be rude, but wishing to escape his embrace.
          “Why?” he repeated, and released her.
          She swam a little bit away and averted her face. He was a scientist; she should treat him as one and be honest. “I’m aroused,” she replied, still unable to look at him.
          “Oh!” Hunter exclaimed. The mermaid glanced at him then, anxious to know his reaction. He looked at her with an open and distressed expression. “I’m sorry,” he said.
          “You didn’t know.”
          He stood lamely, his arms floating in the water. He seemed to be collecting himself. Finally he said, “What did I do?”
          The mermaid frowned, unable to answer with any words she was comfortable speaking. “My name is Loreste,” she said.
          “Loreste...” Hunter repeated slowly. He stood staring at her for a long moment. “Loreste, now I’m afraid to touch you again, unless I know what I did. Should I get out of the tank?”
          To her surprise, Loreste found herself alarmed at this. It took her but a moment to realize she was acutely dismayed at the possibility that he felt no attraction in return, or even that she repulsed him. She didn’t know what to say.
          “You aren’t a fish, you’re a woman,” said Hunter, holding very still.
          Then Loreste heard herself say, “I want you to touch me again.” 
          It was appalling, but too true to ignore.
          Hunter stared at her. He seemed to be thinking hard; his brow furrowed and his eyes went stern. He was silent for a long time. Then finally he spoke: “The truth is, I want to study you. Sea creatures have fascinated me since I was a child, and none so much as you. But I can’t treat you like a fish... I should release you now.”
          His words chilled her--Loreste’s heart sank. Did he truly have no other feeling? “No, Hunter--don’t release me,” she cried.
          “Why don’t you fear me now? Because of whatever I did... How I touched you?”
          She swam to him and put her hand on his chest. “No--because I know you won’t hurt me. I see the kind of man you are. I know you just want to understand. And I want to understand you. The arousal... That’s apart from it. Although I wouldn’t feel it for you if you were a different sort of man.”
          Again Hunter fell silent in thought. Pensive, he seemed more beautiful than ever. The tips of his curls were wet and dripped a little, and he looked like a sea god just emerged from the waves. Loreste wanted to weep as she waited for him to speak. Finally he said, “I can’t study you as if you were an animal. I must get to know you instead.”
          The mermaid began to lose her fear that Hunter could never feel anything for her. She smiled in relief. “Yes,” she said, trying not to sound too eager. “Let me stay with you awhile.”
          “When I found you I was headed out to sea for a few days. I could spend that time...”
          “Yes,” she said again.
          He gave her one more long, hard look. “All right. But you can’t be comfortable in this tank. Let me put you back in the ocean. Would you prefer that?”
          Much to her disbelief, Loreste wasn’t sure what she would prefer. But she nodded yes.
 
* * * *
 
          Hunter studied sea creatures. It was his job and he was paid money to do it. His daily routine, which Loreste now observed, was to apply science to the investigation of her world. Hunter put on a black costume that he called a wetsuit, and equipment that allowed him to carry air with him to breathe, and descended into the sea to study underwater. Then he would return to his boat and make endless notes.
          When Hunter was underwater, Loreste watched him. In spite of the awkward appearance of his costume, with its oversized artificial flippers and air tanks, Hunter moved with surprising grace. Perhaps it was because of his work experience, but he had a fish’s sense of how to propel oneself in water. It was no wonder he had caught her.
          When he was on his boat, Loreste came too, allowing Hunter to hoist her up and return her to the water tank. She shared with him her knowledge of whatever they had observed in the sea. She knew what caused certain corals to wave as they did, to what depth certain fish could swim. As she spoke, Hunter wrote in his notebooks. He hung on her every word, asked her animated questions, reacted with joy when she revealed to him answers to questions he had been asking for years.
          So she helped the man with his work, and he seemed to grow more excited every day with the discoveries he was making. There was enough to distract him that he didn’t ask any more questions about Loreste or her people, although she suspected he avoided this intentionally, out of respect for her. He truly treated her more as an associate than anything else. And Hunter loved the sea and its creatures so much that Loreste was amazed. She wondered about other humans and if perhaps the race was not as she had been raised to think of it.
          So the mermaid was changing her mind about humans--and about Hunter as well. As brooding and aloof as he had seemed on land, out at sea he was very different. So many things amused him, fascinated him, moved him. Loreste got in a chasing game with an eel and she could see Hunter laughing hysterically inside his strange face mask. She showed him the sort of weed that was used to make her vest and he took samples eagerly. And when they encountered a lemon shark she saw he respected and admired the creature rather than fearing it.
          At night Loreste slept in the tank on the boat. She gathered some of the moss that she slept on at home and Hunter transferred it to the tank so she could make a nest. It was quite comfortable. And she wanted to be near him as he slept in his small bunk in the cabin. She couldn’t see or hear him, but she sensed him nearby and for some reason it made her sleep more deeply and restfully.
          As for eating, she found her usual food in the sea and fed herself, while Hunter cooked on the boat. Loreste had smelled cooked food when she visited the Town, but of course her diet had always been raw. The things Hunter made for himself smelled very good and made her curious. On the third night, as Hunter sat on the deck by the tank eating and making conversation with her, Loreste spoke up.
          “Do you think I could try some of your meat? I’m just so curious how it would taste.”
          Hunter thought a moment. “I don’t know. It might not sit too well with you. Your digestive system isn’t used to it.”
          “Just a bite or two. Could that really hurt?”
          So Hunter capitulated and gave her a bit of his meat. It was delicious. She wanted more but knew he was right; it would be better to just have a taste.
          It wasn’t long after, when Hunter was in the cabin cleaning up, that Loreste realized the error she had made. Her stomach suddenly clenched, a hard, tight pain that shocked her whole body. It passed and she relaxed again, but a minute later the pain returned, more intense than before. Finally her stomach seized up and stayed that way, a fearsome cramp that made her clutch the side of the tank, tense with distress.
          Hunter emerged from the cabin and saw her. “Loreste? What is it?”
          “My stomach...” she managed. “You were right.”
          “You’re in pain...” He was on his knees beside her.
          She nodded, wincing. “It hurts so much. What should I do?”
          Hunter was shedding his clothes. “Try to relax if you can. I think it will probably pass soon, it wasn’t much food.” He slid into the tank and took her gently by the shoulders.
          “I’m an idiot,” said Loreste, then put her head against the side of the tank and moaned. She curled up her tail, trying to find some way to unclench the cramp, but it was no use. She turned to Hunter.
          He read the anguish on her face. “Let me help you,” he said.
          “Please,” she replied.
          “Do you remember what I did when I first caught you?”
          Loreste nodded.
          “It’s pressure on certain nerves, causes muscle relaxation in certain fish. Paralysis in effect, but it should relieve your pain.”
          He raised his hand and Loreste gladly turned her face into it. His fingers found the correct contact points and pressed...
          ...heavenly release streamed through her, down her neck and shoulders and spine, into her belly, which melted blessedly, and down her tail.
          He didn’t need to of course, but Hunter gathered her in his free arm as if to keep her from drowning. Loreste floated, feeling the soreness in her stomach seeping away into the water. She began to feel like the water itself, borderless, liquid, weightless.
          Instinctively, Hunter’s free hand crept around to her belly and stroked there, as if to ease the pain, which was already quite gone. It was then that Loreste discovered the amazing sensation of being aroused while completely relaxed. Normally such stimulation would make her tail start tensing, but thus paralyzed she could only float, feeling the bliss seep slowly down her spine, collecting and saturating her, down to the tip of her tailfin.
          She prayed he wouldn’t stop.
          “Better now?” Hunter asked, knowing the answer. Loreste nodded, nearly stupefied. She looked up at him through his fingers, and through the spreading haze of pleasure in which she floated. Hunter looked incredibly beautiful. He was smiling, a smile of such deep and tender affection, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. Loreste felt like the sweetness flooding her body was coming from his smile.
          Carefully, gingerly, he released her face. “Tell me if it hurts again,” he said.
          Loreste hastened to say, “I feel wonderful.”
          “Good,” Hunter said, smiling again. “No more meat for you, tigress.” He smoothed a lock of hair away from her eyes with the backs of his fingers. He continued to hold her, but his hand on her belly held still now. 
          As she stared at him her body began to respond to the pleasure she had felt before. It was like a rush, a roar mounting in her ears, like falling, like crashing into a wall. Her head dipped with the power of it.
          Hunter saw this. “Are you all right?”
          Loreste’s breath came hard, ragged. She didn’t know what to say. But suddenly she saw in Hunter’s eyes that he knew what had happened. Surely he would drop her now and withdraw in dismay...
          But that wasn’t what happened. He stared at her a long time, with thought blazing in his eyes. What he was considering so passionately she could only guess, and fearfully did. Why did he still hold her? Why wasn’t he revolted by her desire?
          At last he moved. Hunter closed his arms around her and leaned his head. With wonder Loreste realized he intended to kiss her. Her gaze fell upon his mouth, the little bud on his upper lip that looked so tender, and she offered her lips to him, closing her eyes. Her attention darted between the lovely pressure of his hard arms around her and the sweet caress of his mouth. 
          She swam upright so her body could run all along his. As Hunter kissed her she curled, till her tailfin slipped between his feet. His thighs pressed against the front of her tail. As enflamed as she was, she couldn’t help catching one of his ankles in her tailfin and pulling herself as hard against him as she could. She felt him through the wet fabric of his shorts, and knew if he were a merman his erection would be emerging now.
          As was Hunter’s. So it was true. He felt the same.
          A rush of joy seized Loreste, mingling with the desire flowing in her blood. He wanted her too! As if to confirm this, one of Hunter’s hands slid down her back to the rounding beneath, and stroked there, over and over, as he kissed her. Circles of delicious sensation spread out from his hand, widening and pulsing and rippling down her tail. 
          She clung to him and kissed him madly, till he pulled away. Both of them stared at each other, panting. The surge of feeling overwhelmed Loreste and she burst out breathlessly, “Oh Hunter, you’re so beautiful...”
          He smiled at this. “You call me beautiful?” he said. 
          “You are,” she cried, putting her hand to his face. “Your eyes, your smile...” Her fingers slid into his hair and at last experienced the sensation of his curls--softer even than she had expected, soft tendrils that caught at her fingers and wound around them sweetly.
          Just then Hunter’s hands traced just along the most sensitive spot on her bottom. “Ohhh,” cried Loreste, and convulsed against him. When she recovered enough to raise her head and look at him, she found the man smiling in wonder.
          “Everywhere I touch you seems to...” He broke off, then stroked her again. She bit her lip and shuddered. “How will I find the best places if they’re all good?” laughed Hunter.
          “My tail,” said the mermaid, aching for his hands.
          “Ah,” said Hunter.
          He shifted his grip on her and urged her tail up, so she was floating flat in the water, face up. Then, with the faintest of smiles on his face, and eyes almost stern in their intensity, he ran his two hands down her tail. Loreste felt exposed under all this scrutiny and tried not to twitch, but the feeling was incredible. Then Hunter slipped his hands under her and ran them down the backside. Loreste closed her eyes...oh god, he was doing it again, down the sides this time. The urge to undulate was overpowering and with the next stroke she capitulated. Her tail began the slow, steady pulsing that meant she was too far gone now to fight it. Hunter’s hands found her tailfin and smoothed over it, the flat sides and edges, lightly and tenderly. Under her eyelids Loreste’s vision went pure white.
          “Tell me if I should stop,” she heard Hunter say.
          “I don’t want you ... to stop...” she breathed.
          Hunter caught her head in one arm and pulled it to his face, kissing her again. The softness of his mouth was blinding. She fed on it in the same rhythm as her tail moved, and she felt Hunter catch the pulse in his body as well. His hand could no longer reach her tailfin and had fallen instead on the patch beneath her belly, where her own genitals were now exposed from arousal. She felt in his kiss that he realized what he was touching. His fingers moved with greater care.
          As the resulting feeling hit her, Loreste said to herself, It is taboo to let him enter my body. So be it. But if it is forbidden for him to touch me here, I don’t care.
          She clung to his waist with one arm. His hand sleeked down her belly and over her tender places again, lingering, then departing, then returning. His caress was so unique, so fascinating. Loreste realized it was because his hands were imminently clever, well trained in exploration and investigation. He touched her with fingers accustomed to gathering information, agile, sensitive fingers. He was sure of himself but so gentle, so careful.
          This realization warmed her soul to match her body. What a marvel this man was: wise but well aware of how much more there was to learn; insatiable in his curiosity but full of respect for life; quiet of demeanor but endlessly deep, like a calm sea. All this she saw in his eyes and felt in his touch. Hunter, Hunter--he had seemed so dangerous but now she saw there wasn’t a man on earth with whom she could be so safe. Not even among her own kind.
          These thoughts flooded her mind even as the pleasure rose in her body, yet it was the former that seized her. Loreste put her hand over Hunter’s and held it still, halting his caresses. She looked up earnestly into his face and spoke: “Hunter ... I feel so much for you...”
          He smiled benignly. “You’ve come to trust me so quickly...it amazes me.”
          “I’m amazed too.” She thought a moment. “I’m mostly surprised that you would want to ... to touch me like this.”
          Hunter’s smile became a chuckle. “No, I’m surprised you’d let me.”
          “It feels very good...” She laughed a little at this but then grew serious. “But I don’t let you because of that. And that’s what I wanted to tell you.”
          Hunter took hold of her by the waist and she floated in front of him, looking up into his eyes. He studied her face a moment, then said, “You aren’t a fish, Loreste--you don’t just respond to stimuli. I could see it was more than that. And you know this isn’t just some experiment to me. I touch you because ... because I want to please you. I like making you happy.”
          “But isn’t it strange? Don’t you find me strange?”
          “Couldn’t I ask you the same question?” Hunter cocked his right eyebrow in that way he had, which Loreste had grown to find quite endearing.
          “Yes,” she laughed. “You could. But you aren’t strange to me anymore. I’ve watched you a long time--long before the day you caught me.”
          He looked quite surprised. “Did you? Why?”
          “There was just something about you. You were ... so capable. Almost magic.”
          This made Hunter chuckle. “And legendary,” he mocked.
          She clutched at his arm. “No really! Rather legendary ... the way the people on the docks spoke of you. How you brought in a Sea Prince--I mean a great white--with your bare hands once.”
          Hunter slid his arms up her back and pulled her a little closer. “But now you see how that was done. No magic. Some practice, yes, and a little skill. And a lot of foolhardiness, that too.”
          “And I could tell you loved the sea,” Loreste hastened to add.
          Hunter lost his air of self-deprecation and became serious himself. “Yes,” he said. “But I’m not drawn to you simply because you’re the loveliest fish I’ve ever seen, although you are that.”
          Loreste smiled and lowered her eyes humbly.
          Hunter went on, “You are wise, graceful--charming. A quick learner, a capable teacher. Bold but ... aware of your own fears. Sensual but principled. And the fact that you so quickly came to trust me, after I made you senseless and took you in a net and imprisoned you--the fact that you stayed with me and worked with me--well, that means more than words can say.”
          The mermaid stared at him, at her captor, quite overcome.
          The man stared back, seeing plainly on her face the emotions he had hoped to evoke. 
          “Kiss me again,” said Loreste.
          Hunter closed his arms and pressed her to his chest. She tipped her head back under his and welcomed his mouth to hers. She felt his hands slide up into her floating hair, his fingers tangling in the strands. She put her arms around him and pulled in tight, all the while relishing the caress of his lips, his tongue, all the while feeling the rise of her emotions for him flooding her breasts. Hunter, Hunter, I love you, I love you so, Hunter... Her tail slipped between his feet again and this time he let his legs wrap around it, no longer standing on the floor of the tank but rather floating in the water. For some reason this act touched her deeply; it was as if he was crossing over into her world a little. 
          The kiss broke and when it did, Loreste leaned to Hunter’s ear and spoke softly. “I can’t mate with you. I want to, but it’s forbidden.” As soon as she’d said this, her head fell with sorrow to his broad shoulder. 
          “It’s all right,” he said. “But will you let me please you?”
          She raised her head. “Yes. But will you honor me ... will you honor me as well?” She could not bring herself to say in words what she meant. Hunter, his nose an inch from hers, stared at her trying to understand. She went on, “It won’t take much more to finish me, Hunter. Then I’ll show you.”
          He nodded. Loreste touched his arm, slid her hand down it and pulled it from behind her, then took his hand in hers. Almost ceremoniously she placed it against her. During the conversation her arousal had barely faded. The sensation of Hunter’s warm fingers on her sensitive place renewed the feelings in a moment. 
          “I don’t know how to touch you,” he said softly.
          “Oh, you do,” she replied, blinking slowly into his eyes.
          Hunter put his other hand behind her and cupped her there, and the pressure alone was delicious. His fingers in front stroked carefully, gracefully, and Loreste felt pleasure rising in the water around her like a fog of squid ink. She let herself float in it, gazed at him through it, and his face grew more beautiful as he caressed her. Her tail was still locked between his calves and when it pulsed he could feel it. A slight smile formed on his face and he touched her more confidently. 
          Loreste let out a quiet moan, relaxing into the sensation only to tense up again. The rhythm began, then evened itself as it did when she was close to climaxing. She couldn’t keep her eyes open and let her head fall back in the water. Through the incapacitating pleasure she could feel Hunter doing what he did so naturally: studying her, observing small detail, putting himself in synch with her until the rhythm of his fingers was perfect.
          It was this that finally conquered her: that even in pleasuring her he did it in a way that was so essentially Hunter. It was like diving into his soul. It was like being saturated with the man he was, soaked through and saturated like a sponge with his essence. I’m being filled with Hunter, she thought, even though he can’t enter my body, I’m being filled with him.

          This thought made her hunger even more for what was to come, for her own act of reciprocation. It couldn’t happen soon enough. But that was the last rational thought Loreste had, for Hunter had discovered the spot on her spine that made her whole tail tremble, and he pushed there firmly as his other hand circled the rhythm on her. The combination of sensations was overwhelming, and Loreste exhaled all the air from her body and collapsed in upon herself. In the next moment she was racked with the ecstasy, a climax far beyond anything she had experienced before.
          This is him, this is Hunter, this is Hunter... she chanted inwardly as the waves of bliss pounded against her. It lasted a long time, and she clung to the feeling, to this thing that seemed to be his spirit, the sweet and lovely spirit of her beloved. It passed, it faded, but she still felt him, felt him everywhere.
          As she started to come to, she found him holding her tight against his body, kissing her hair.
          “Ah--” she exclaimed, panting, lungs and gills working all at once as her body struggled to recover itself.
          “That was amazing,” Hunter said softly.
          Loreste herself was unable to speak. She burrowed her face in his slippery, wet neck, her nose nestling into his curls. After a time she calmed herself, and then she raised her face to look at him. “I don’t believe,” she said, “that I could feel closer to you if we had mated.”
          Hunter smiled, a deeply joyful smile of great satisfaction.
          “Now grant me the honor,” said Loreste, “grant me my wish...”
          She reached down to the waistband of his shorts, then dipped into the water and breathed through her gills. She tugged down on the garment, pulled it down his legs, freeing his erection and making him finally naked. To her surprise, Hunter suddenly sat down, so his face was level with hers under the water. Of course he couldn’t speak, but he gave her that look, the raised eyebrow, as if to ask, “What are you doing?”
          In reply, Loreste raised her tail and gave a little push, till her head descended and floated into Hunter’s lap. Her hair dusted over his chest and thighs, she brushed it out of her way with her hands and finally reached her target. She kissed his penis. She felt Hunter’s hand caress the back of her head. Then she wound her arm around his waist and hung on, and took him into her mouth, just a little so as to not alarm him.
          Hunter would be needing air soon, and perhaps sooner than usual, since this gesture probably surprised him. Loreste released him and let him surface, following after. When they emerged into the night air, Loreste found Hunter smiling at her, his eyes wide.
          “Just float,” she told him.
          “Do you really want to do this?” he asked her.
          His face was shadowed, illumined here and there by moonlight, his eyes dark pools under his lovely brows. His hair was raven black and dripped water over his strong shoulders. He was magnificent and she loved him more than she thought her heart could hold. “I want nothing more in all the world,” she told him, “than to taste your seed and take it into myself. Don’t you understand?”
          In reply Hunter only cocked his head in wonder.
          “Just float,” she repeated, and Hunter obeyed her, relaxing until he was floating on his back. Loreste scooped under his buttocks--soft, lovely flesh--and supported him there with the help of his buoyancy. She took him again and lowered her head and his pelvis deeper into the water. 
          How strange indeed it was to do this, an act she had never done before, and with a human male. She found she could support him well enough with one arm, and her free hand explored him, the sleek spots at back of his knees, the firm flesh of his inner thighs, the delicious round orbs behind that yielded so wonderfully to the touch. All the while she made love to his organ with all the tenderness that surged in her heart. She kissed him, licked him, suckled gently, feeling all the surfaces and textures of him with her tongue. She could feel in his thighs a tensing, and knew she was pleasing him. Hunter’s hands took hold of her head, his fingers weaving into her hair. The touch felt like love to her.
          Loreste chose a rhythm that seemed right, and let her fingers search his most intimate places. Loveliest of all was a soft pad just behind his penis, a place that had no corresponding spot on mermen, just a little plain of yielding flesh that her fingers found sweet to the touch. Her hands caressed him all around, over rounds and folds and the hard, smooth base of his penis, but kept coming back to that one velvet spot.
          Meanwhile her mouth was enraptured. There was something so satisfying, so comforting about this act. It was like suckling for something more nourishing than food. Hunter was so hard, so impossibly smooth. Her tongue and lips relished every sensation; even her nose took a curiously sweet pleasure from nuzzling the coarse hair he bore there. And all this bliss was intensified by the thought of how every to caress made Hunter feel. To please him so ... there could be nothing so wonderful as that.
          So Loreste attended to doing what felt best to him, and the nearness of his climax intensified her hunger. She hungered to be the font of glorious feeling so deep it would take his strength away. She hungered to take him into herself, to eat him up, to be full and sated and drowsy with the satisfaction. She hungered with her whole being to have no purpose in this moment but to be the source of this man’s perfect pleasure.
          It was coming. Loreste could tell by the tenseness of Hunter’s body and light thrusting of his pelvis in response to her touch. Instinctively she pressed her fingertips into the soft little pad she had found, and to her surprise, suddenly under the flesh there she felt the rhythm of muscles pulsing, and a moment later his seed spilled into her, over her tongue--bitter honey so welcome because it was his.
          She caressed him until it was completely over, then hungrily fed on every drop she could find on him, licking him clean and then giving him a final kiss before she withdrew. Even then she didn’t want to go too far away, and lingered at his waist, rubbing her nose and cheek along his penis tenderly. Hunter’s hands were still in her hair and he petted her lazily as his breathing slowed. Finally Loreste raised her head out of the water.
          Hunter leaned against the side of the tank, completely docile, his eyelids half closed. His gaze focused on her face and he lazily lifted his fingers to draw her wet hair back over her ear, letting the hand fall to cup loosely over her shoulder. Then, quietly, he said, “I wish I were a poet.”
          “Why?” she asked, smiling and floating next to him.
          “I’d have the words to say to you now. But all I know well is the sea.”
          “The sea is poetry,” replied Loreste.
          Hunter stared long and hard into her eyes, and in spite of his tranquility, emotions flitted over his face. Finally he spoke. “I’ll let you free, but I can’t lose you.”
          “I’ll never be free again, Hunter. Whether you try to lose me or not.”
          He took her in his arms and they held each other, half in the water, half out.
 
* * * *
 
          The merfolk had a taboo against mating with humans, and it’s true that some creatures are too dissimilar to commingle so. But a man and a mermaid may bond, and even for a lifetime.
          Hunter continued his work, and published many books, under something of a shroud of mystery. For in spite of his amazing research successes, he turned down countless offers to join respected teams in oceans all over the world. He insisted on working alone, and did so all his life until he retired to a remote private island.
          Loreste lived up to the reputation of her youth as being reckless and uncontrollable. She maintained her home but disappeared for weeks at a time, never offering the slightest explanation to family or friends. Yet no one worried about her, for she seemed to exude a deep contentment, a quiet joy that even her silence could not conceal. In her older years she did finally disappear for good, but still no one worried. Wherever she was, she was most certainly happy.
          There were only two who ever knew why. And Hunter’s research on the unique, fantastic fish he had caught one night was never published, but rather dissolved slowly into oblivion under a rock at the bottom of the sea.

 
 
The End
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