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The storm had taken everything—his compass, his crew, his name. Gene clung to the splintered keel until his fingers numbed, the Atlantic roaring like a hungry god around him. He had stopped praying hours ago. Prayer required hope, and hope had drowned with the cabin boy somewhere west of the Azores, a white hand sinking into black water.

When the clouds tore open and the moon spilled silver across a shoreline that shouldn't exist, Captain Gene Connors thought he was already dead. He thought the black sand beneath his bleeding palms was the floor of a fever dream. The obsidian cliffs rose like broken teeth against a bruised sky, and the air smelled not of salt alone, but of something older. Something female.

A voice threaded through the crash of surf like silk dragged through an open wound. It did not call his name. It called his hunger.

He crawled onto the beach, seawater pouring from his lungs in ragged hacks, every muscle screaming in protest. Sand stuck to his torn palms, grinding into the rope burns and frostbite. The figure waiting at the tide-line was not human. Not entirely.

—-
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She rose from the foam on a tail that gleamed like oil on still water—iridescent, midnight, impossibly long and thick with corded muscle that rippled with each shift of her weight. The scales were small and perfect, overlapping like armor, flashing violet and deep-sea green where the moon touched them. Above the waist, she was a woman carved by vengeful angels: full breasts heavy with salt, nipples dark and peaked against the cold, a waist that flared into those alien curves with a softness that betrayed the predator beneath. Her hair hung to her hips in wet ropes of black and viridian, tangled with bioluminescent algae that pulsed faintly with each breath she drew, lighting her throat and collarbones in ghostly teal. But it was her eyes that stopped his heart: pupil-less, luminous amber, vertical slits of gold regarding him with a hunger that had nothing to do with eating.

"Sailor," she hissed, and the sound vibrated in his teeth, in his groin. "You smell of iron and endurance. Of starvation and stubbornness. I have waited twenty tides for a man who does not break. Twenty tides of sailors too weak to do anything but die."

—-
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Gene tried to stand. His knees buckled. Before he hit the sand, she was upon him—not with helping hands, but with the crushing strength of her tail coiling around his waist, pinning his exhausted body to the shore. Her skin was cold as deep water, then burning where it touched him, a paradox that made him gasp. She hovered over him, seawater dripping from her chin onto his chest, her weight pressing him into the coarse black grit. Her scales scraped against his bare legs, rough and slick.

"Nerissa," she breathed, and her breath smelled of brine and some dark flower that grew only in trenches where no light fell. "My name. Speak it before I devour you."

"Nerissa," he rasped. His cock, traitorous and desperate, stirred against his soaked breeches. Fear and lust twisted together in his gut, indistinguishable as the tide.

She smiled with teeth that were slightly too sharp. "Good. You will not need your tongue for talking soon."

She ripped his clothes. Not removed—ripped. Her nails, short and sharp as barnacles, shredded linen and wool until he lay naked and shivering beneath her, the black sand scratching his spine. The cold air hit his erection, and he groaned, humiliated by his own arousal. Nerissa's gaze dropped, and her slit-pupiled eyes widened with avarice.

"Oh," she whispered, reverent and cruel. "You are already offering. How perfect. How pathetic. How delicious."

"I'm not offering—" Gene began, but she descended.

—-
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Her mouth was hot, hotter than any human woman, her tongue forked and flickering as she dragged it from the base of his throat to his navel. She left stinging trails, the salt from her saliva burning like alcohol on his chapped skin. When she reached his hip, she paused, her breath scalding the crease of his thigh. Then she swallowed him whole into a throat that rippled with muscular control no terrestrial creature possessed.

"God—Nerissa—" Gene bucked, his hips slamming upward before he could stop himself. She took it, her golden eyes rolling back, her webbed hands pinning his hips hard enough to bruise. The suction was devastating, rhythmic, pulling at his spine. He could feel the ridges of her palate, the flick of that forked tongue against his frenulum, the way her gills fluttered at her throat as she moaned around him. It was obscene, the sounds she made—wet, gagging, eager—like she was consuming his essence through his shaft. She hummed, and the vibration made his vision spot.

She pulled off with a vulgar pop, saliva and seawater connecting her bruised lips to his throbbing, veined length. "No gods here, sailor. Only hunger." She dragged herself up his body, her tail leaving a gleaming trail between his legs. "I want you inside me. I want you to tear me apart until I forget I am a queen. Until I am only flesh and need."

"You're a queen?" he panted, his hands finding her waist automatically, fingers sinking into cool, supple flesh.
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"Of a drowned cathedral," she hissed. "And I want my sailor-king to ruin me. Make it hurt, Gene. I can take anything. I need the pain. It reminds me I have a body and not just a curse."

The use of his name sent a chill through him—not because he hadn't spoken it, but because she had stolen it from his mind. Paranormal. Inhuman. He should run. Every instinct screamed that this was how men died, lured by beauty into the crushing dark.

Instead, he squeezed her breasts viciously, twisting those dark nipples between his thumbs and forefingers until she cried out, a sharp, bird-like screech that echoed off the obsidian cliffs. Her back arched, thrusting her chest forward, and her tail thrashed, splashing seawater across them both. The droplets that hit her skin seemed to sizzle.

"Yes," she keened. "Yes, mortal, hurt me. I am so tired of being untouchable. So tired of being alone in the deep! Make me bleed. Make me yours."

—-
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He flipped them. The strength in her tail was immense, enough to crush a shark, but she let him, her eyes blazing with delighted submission. He pinned her wrists above her head in one hand and used the other to explore where her human torso met scales. There, hidden in a ridge of softer, iridescent flesh, was a seam that parted under his rough fingers, slick and furnace-hot, utterly inhuman and devastatingly inviting. The flesh there was velvet-soft, ridged, and pulsing with a heartbeat that matched the crashing waves. She was drenched, but not with seawater—with something thicker, silkier, that glowed faintly in the dark.

"Here," she sobbed, shame burning high on her cheeks even as she spread for him, her tail twisting in the sand. "Please, here. Fill me until I scream. Make me filthy with you. I've never... no mortal has ever touched me. I am so ashamed... but I want it. I want it so much I think I will die."

Gene positioned himself. The tip of his cock pressed against that alien heat, and the sensation was electric, as if the water itself were alive and clamping down. He thrust in hard
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