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Dr. Halvorsen: Observation Deck – 02:47 a.m.
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Scientists and marine biologists cluster eagerly around the expansive aquarium windows in the observation room, their voices a cacophony of excitement and anticipation. I can hear them even through the thick glass, muffled but unmistakable. Today’s the day—the long-awaited introduction. Me... and him.

Ghost.

He’s infamous around here. Elusive. Dangerous, they say. But as I glide into the tank, flicking my shimmering tail nervously, I don’t feel fear. Not exactly. Just tension, like static in the water.

He’s already watching me.

Ghost hovers near the far end of the aquarium, his ghostly tail twitching with subtle curiosity. The silver-blue scales along his lower half glimmer like liquid moonlight in the filtered illumination. He looks like a storm barely held together by skin.

“Hey... so you’re the one they’re making me share with,” he says, voice low and gravelly, but not unkind. “Don’t get too close to my corner, alright?”

“Which corner?” I ask, scanning the massive tank.

With a flick of his tail, he gestures toward a shadowy nook where a heap of worn, shredded cushions lies in disarray.

“That one. It’s my territory. But since they’re making me share, I guess I could let you have half the space... for now.”

“It’s fine. They put in a bed for me,” I say, motioning toward the familiar kelp bed tucked into the opposite corner—same one I had in my previous enclosure.

Ghost narrows his eyes, gaze shifting from the kelp nest to my golden hair, his expression a blend of curiosity and guarded interest.

“Why does yours look so much nicer than mine?” he mutters. “Those scientists really favor you already, huh?”

“I don’t know. It’s the one I’ve always had.”

He flicks his fins and swims closer, more intrigued now than irritated. “Can I... check it out? Maybe I can make my old cushions look just as nice.”

“Sure,” I say.

He approaches slowly, cautiously, his webbed fingers sifting through the soft strands of kelp. There’s something almost reverent in the way he touches it.

“This is actually really soft... mind if I stay near here while you get settled in?”

I glance at him, taking in the sheer size of him, the ripple of muscle beneath his scales. “No, that’s fine.”

Ghost curls up nearby, keeping a respectful distance but watching me all the same. His powerful torso leans against the tank wall, eyes fixed on me like I’m a puzzle he hasn’t decided whether to solve or break apart.

“I can see why they brought us together,” he says eventually. “Your size and coloring... you’re quite beautiful for a mermaid.”

“Thank you.”

His pale blue-green eyes lock onto mine, iridescent like seafoam in moonlight. The water hums softly around us—chlorine, salt, filtration systems thrumming behind the walls. I push a stray strand of kelp away from my face as Ghost says, “Gods, I hope they’re not planning those stupid socializing experiments tonight...”

“Which ones?” I murmur, bubbles drifting from my lips.

Ghost shifts in the dim light, the feathery fringes of his gills fluttering along his neck. He looks away for a moment, remembering something he clearly doesn’t want to.

“You know,” he says quietly, “where they lock us in that narrow chamber and try to force—touching. It’s invasive.”

“Oh. The breeding tests.” I shrug, flicking my tail just enough to stir the water around us.

His eyes snap back to me, surprised. “You sound so casual about it. I thought you’d be... revolted.”

“I’m used to it,” I say, tracing the ridges of muscle along my arm.

His expression darkens, something fierce and protective rising behind his eyes. He inches closer, fins twitching with tension. “You shouldn’t have to get used to that. They can’t force us if we stick together. Want to team up tonight?”

I tilt my head, studying the light dancing across his sharp cheekbones. “How long have you been here?”

He goes still. His shoulders hunch, fists clenching like he’s holding back a tide of memory.

“Since I was sixteen. Eight years, trapped. They pulled me out of a net off a trawler—said my genetics were too valuable to release. You?”

“I was thirteen when they grabbed me,” I whisper, flicking my tail again, water spiraling behind me. “Ten years now. They have... ways of making you comply. Especially when you’re smaller than most.”

Ghost’s throat rumbles with a low growl, a sound that vibrates through the water and resonates in the stillness of the tank. The promise of protection lingers in the sound, wrapping around me like a current.

“I know exactly what that means,” he says, voice edged with something fierce. “Want me to watch your back tonight when they start?”

I shake my head, the movement subtle but sending small ripples outward. “They won’t need to coerce us,” I say quietly. “They want us to... mate naturally.”

A flush blooms along Ghost’s cheeks, his gills pulsing gently with each breath. “Oh...” he whispers, the word almost carried away on the water. “That changes things. So, completely on our own? No overseers?”

“For now,” I murmur, exhaling slow and deep as a current curls around my legs.

Ghost begins circling me slowly, every motion deliberate, as if he’s mapping my body, memorizing every angle and line. When our eyes meet again, there’s something softer in his expression, a gentler warmth tucked behind that usual guarded mask.

“Well...” he says with a small, lopsided smile. “If it has to happen, I wouldn’t mind if it’s with you. You feel different—less like the others.”

“Oh?” I arch an eyebrow, curiosity tugging at the corners of my lips.

He flicks his tail, making playful arcs in the water. “You’re not bossy. And up close, your scales catch the light in a way that’s... mesmerizing.”

“I’m the only one in the tank with you,” I point out with a smirk, drifting lazily past him and sinking onto the soft, waving fronds of the kelp bed.

Ghost hovers beside me, keeping a respectful distance, but I can feel the tension thrumming between us—charged and alive. “Teasing me, are you?” he asks, voice low and husky. “I like it. Makes this stale enclosure feel... alive.”

I pat the kelp beside me. “Join me.”

He hesitates for just a breath, uncertainty flickering across his face. Then, slowly, he settles next to me, his tail draping over the edge of the bed like a shimmering ribbon. He’s close enough to feel, but not crowding. It’s... comfortable. Unexpectedly so.

“This feels different. Not like the cold, clinical experiments. Not like the forced proximity or staged interactions. This feels like the quiet lapping of waves on a familiar shore. Natural. Real.”

“That is the nature of this experiment,” I say softly, almost to myself.

Ghost—Kai—glances down at my tail, where the tip lightly brushes against his. A small shiver runs through him, like a ripple on still water.

“Then let’s give them a natural show they’ll never forget,” he says, voice playful but edged with something deeper. “But first... I still want to get to know you better.”

I turn to face him more fully. “What do you want to know?”

His gaze lingers on mine as he shifts closer, his voice soft as a seashell’s whisper. “Tell me about your home... where you came from before this place. Your real name.”

“Mara,” I say, a wistful smile tugging at my lips. “That’s my real name. I don’t remember much. Just flashes—warm water, coral reefs, vibrant fish... I think we lived on the islands.”

Kai’s expression softens, the glow in his eyes dimming to something tender. He reaches out, his fingers brushing my arm with the gentleness of a passing current.

“I’m sorry they took you from there,” he says. “I’m Kai, by the way. My home... it was different. Lonely. Dark. Before they caught me.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, the ache in his voice hitting something deep in me.

He shakes his head slowly, thumb tracing soothing circles on my skin. “Don’t be. Maybe together, we can find a way out. Someday. Create our own kind of paradise. Somewhere safe.”

I smile at that, hope blooming in my chest like coral opening to sunlight.

Kai leans closer, voice huskier now, more intimate. “That smile... I want to see it more often. You deserve happiness, Mara. Even if it’s just here, for now.”

I search his face, heart fluttering. “What about you?” I ask quietly. “Don’t you deserve happiness too?”

He inhales sharply, the sound a hitch in the rhythm of our moment. His silver-blue eyes hold mine like an anchor in a storm.

“Maybe I do...” he says. “But I never thought I’d find it in another merperson. You make me want to fight for it. For us.”

“You mean that?” I ask, my voice a breath.

Kai cups my face with one hand, warm and steady, tilting my chin so I’m looking nowhere but into him.

“More than anything,” he says. “Let me show you how much I mean it, Mara. Right here, away from their eyes.”

I bite my bottom lip, feeling that delicate spark ignite into something stronger. I nod.

His low growl rumbles again, deeper this time, primal and full of longing. It vibrates through the water, through me. His hand slides around my waist, drawing me gently but firmly against him.

“So perfect,” he murmurs, brushing his lips over mine. “I can’t believe you’re mine. Even if it’s just in this tank for now.”

I lean into him, feeling the warmth of his body, the press of his skin, the strange comfort of being held by someone who knows—really knows—what it’s like to live in a cage.

He kisses me—soft at first, like a ripple—then deeper, surer, tasting like salt and wild oceans and hope. His tail coils around mine, twining us together in a tender embrace that feels more like a vow than an experiment.

His lips move against mine with reverent hunger, his hands exploring the curves of my body like he’s memorizing me. Around us, the sterile world fades
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