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      After the three explorers tumbled over the waterfall, they checked to make sure nothing was broken, then they continued downriver until they reached the coast.  For the first couple of days, they foraged in the woods, eating wild game and chukruss and sleeping under the stars.  The days were becoming longer and the nights warmer, and as they lay in their makeshift beds of pine boughs, they joked about their misadventure in the town of Longdale.

      "That was a bit of an abrupt ending to our little adventure at the Cock and Hen bar," Jessop chuckled.

      "It might have been amusing for you," Clover grunted, turning over to peer at him through thin eyelids.  "But I assure you, almost being burned alive isn't an experience I'd like to revisit anytime soon."

      "I think we'd best steer clear of witches and mages for a while," Tara nodded.

      "At least ones who offer to give us special powers," Clover said.

      "You don't miss your extra powers?" Jessop teased.

      "It was fun seeing what it was like to be in a man's shoes for a little while," Clover smiled.  "But having a penis is overrated.  I'm just as happy having my girly parts back, without all the extra mess."

      "Except you make almost as much of a mess when you come as I do," Jessop snickered, adjusting his thickening tool remembering their threesome encounter at the brothel.

      "At least I don’t have to worry anymore about getting innocent farmgirls pregnant and having the whole town coming after me with pitchforks."

      "Yeah," Tara chuckled.  "I say we get as far away from that crazy place as possible."

      "So where to now?" Jessop said.  "You seem to know these parts better than anyone."

      "We've strayed pretty far from where we first met up," Tara said.  "With the days becoming warmer, why don't we head back north to see if we can find Clover's magic waterfall?"

      Clover turned over on her bed of pine needles, propping her head on her elbow.

      "I assume you're referring to the one that transported me here from my hometown, and not that last one that erased the mage's magic spell?"

      "Yes," Tara nodded.  "Aren't you still interested in returning to this strange place called Tennessee?"

      "I suppose so.  Although it'll never be half as exciting as staying with you two, where we seem to get into a new batch of trouble every place we go."

      "Not by design, I assure you," Tara laughed.  "You're the one always wanting to make friends with every new stranger we meet along the way."

      "It's just that everything's so new and wonderful in this strange land of Abbynthia.  The witches, elves, and dragons remind me of my fairy tales from back home."

      "You and your fairy tales," Tara huffed, standing up and slinging her quiver of arrows over her back.  "Come on, let's head down to the shore and see if we can scare up some seafood for a change."
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      The trio followed the rocky coastline north for a few miles and when it dipped down to a sandy cove, they followed a trail through the brush until it emerged onto the sheltered lagoon.  Protected by tall cliffs on either side, it looked the perfect spot to set up camp and take a refreshing dip in the surf.  But as they dipped their toes in the rolling waves, they heard a faint noise coming from behind a cluster of boulders near the side of the beach.

      "Do you hear that?" Clover said, pausing to look at her friends.

      Tara and Jessop stopped at the edge of the surf, turning their heads in the direction of the sound.

      "Yes," Jessop nodded.  "It sounds like a woman's voice."

      "Like she's in pain," Tara said, pinching her eyebrows together.

      "Let's see if she needs our help," Clover said, walking in the direction of the rocks.

      "There you go again," Tara said, following close behind.  "Always meddling in other people's business..."

      "We can't just leave her there if she's in distress," Clover said, picking her way over the tumbled boulders.

      But as they peered over the top of one of the rocks, they noticed a pretty girl with her head tilted back, moaning while she moved her hand between her legs under the foaming water.

      "It doesn't look like she's in any trouble to me," Tara said.  "Let's give her some privacy while she enjoys her moment alone.  I don't think she needs any company at this particular moment."

      As Tara tugged on Clover's arm, she resisted for a moment, gawking at the girl's naked figure.  She had long, curly blonde hair, full lips, and an hourglass figure with perfectly tanned skin.

      "It doesn't hurt to watch for a few moments," Clover grinned.  "She's absolutely stunning."

      "You're incorrigible," Tara said, easing up on her grip.

      "And relentless," Jessop nodded, glancing at the pretty siren.  "You'd think after getting almost lynched for your previous transgression, you'd want to steer clear of lonely blondes."

      "Oh, come on," Clover said, grinning at her friend.  "Tell me you wouldn't like a piece of that pretty ass too?"

      "Time to go, you perverts," Tara said, grabbing Clover's and Jessop's arms, trying to pull them away.  "Let's give this girl some peace..."

      "Wait!" Clover whispered, her eyes suddenly bulging as the water began to recede from the girl's body.  "Is that a–?"

      "It's a mermaid!" Jessop nodded, his mouth dropping open.  "I've heard stories about these creatures, but I've never seen one up close."

      "It doesn't seem to have a..." Clover said, watching the girl's finned tail flapping excitedly in the surf as she grew progressively more aroused.  "And yet she's touching herself like she's–"

      "Every living creature has sex in one form or another," Tara nodded.  "How do you think they reproduce?"

      "I have no idea" Clover said, staring at the beautiful girl while she twisted and groaned in pleasure.  "But I'd sure as hell love to learn how.  She's way sexier than in any of the stories I've read..."

      "Leave the poor girl alone," Tara said, tugging on Clover's and Jessop's arms more firmly to pull them away.  "She's obviously chosen this secluded location for a reason.  Put your dicks back in your pants and let her enjoy her moment of solitude..."

      As Tara pulled on her friends' arms, the sudden movement attracted the attention of the mermaid lying on the beach, and she suddenly turned her face in their direction.

      "What the...?" she grunted, quickly sliding her body into the surf and starting to swim away.

      "Wait!" Clover said, jumping up and waving her arms over her head.  "We don't mean you any harm!  We're here alone just looking for food.  Can we talk with you for a moment?"

      The mermaid paused for a moment, peering up at the pretty redhead.  There was something unusual about her that she found intriguing, and not yet noticing her two other friends still hiding behind the rocks, she swam slowly up to the side of the boulder, peering over the edge with wide eyes.

      Clover picked her way down over the rocks and stopped about ten feet away to indicate she wasn’t any threat.

      "Who are you?" she said, peering at the girl's half-submerged face.

      "My name's Lorelei," the mermaid said, raising up slowly.  "But my friend's call me Lori."

      "You speak English?" Clover said, hardly believing her luck stumbling upon the captivating sea creature.

      "I was separated from my tribe when I was young," the girl nodded.  "And raised by a gentle widow who cared for me until I was old enough to return to my home."

      "Where's that?" Clover said, peering along the coastline for any sign of civilization.

      "A few miles offshore on a remote island called Crescent Key.  It's an atoll really, ringed by a large coral reef..."

      "Do other mermaids live there?" Clover said, squinting her eyes trying to find any sign of land out to sea.

      "There's a group of a hundred or so of us there," the girl nodded.  "Mermaids and mermen.  We don't come to the mainland very often.  Usually only to collect fruit and other necessary provisions.  The soil on our island isn't very conducive to growing crops–"

      Suddenly the girl glanced upward, noticing Tara and Jessop making their way down in their direction.

      "I should be going now..." the girl said, pushing away from the rock.

      "Wait, these are my friends," Clover said, holding up her hand to keep the girl from swimming away.  "We would never harm you in any way.  We just noticed you were alone, and wondered if you needed any help..."

      "No," the girl said, darting her eyes between Clover and her approaching friends.  "I was just–"

      "This is Tara and Jessop," Clover said, introducing her friends as they approached the floating mermaid.  "And this is Lorelei, I mean Lori..."

      "Hello," Tara said, smiling at the girl warmly.  "We didn't mean to disturb you.  My friend Clover can sometimes be a little presumptuous–"

      "Are you an elf?" the mermaid said, noticing Tara's pointed ears.  "I've never seen one of those before."

      "And I've never seen a mermaid before," Tara chuckled.

      "Me neither," Jessop said, staring at the sexy sea creature with wide eyes.

      "You all look so different," the mermaid said, beginning to relax her body while floating upside down as she scanned the faces and figures of the unlikely trio.  "How did you manage to come together?"

      "Quite by accident," Tara chuckled.  "Much like we found you.  We were all running away from something, and we seemed to form a common bond.  How about you?  Are you here alone?  Where are you from?"

      "I live on an offshore island with my small band of fellow mermaids and mermen–"

      "Mermen?" Tara said.  "Are they as beautiful as you?  Because if so, I'd love to meet some of your friends..."

      "We don't stray from the island very often," Lori chuckled.  "But if I don't return soon, they'll probably send a search party out looking for me."

      "Would you like to stay a little longer?" Clover said, eager to learn more about the girl's life as a mermaid.  "We were going to catch some fish and prepare a fire.  That is, if you eat fish–"

      "Yes, of course," Lori smiled.  "All we have on our little island is some coconuts and breadfruit.  We're creatures of the sea after all.  But I have to admit that I haven't had a cooked fish for a while..."

      "It's decided then," Clover said, resting her arm against the rock.  "Would you like to help us catch something big enough for all of us to eat?  Maybe you can steer a snapper or a grouper into the shallow water and we can spear it with our arrows."

      "That's a novel way to catch fish," Lori chuckled.  "I thought you humans like to use hooks with bait?"

      "We're a bit short of that right now," Tara said.  "We lost most of our supplies when we fell over a waterfall a few days ago..."

      "How did that happen?" Lori said, peering up at her new friends with a lopsided smile.

      "I guess we're not quite as good a swimmer as you are," Tara laughed.  "We'll tell you all about it around the fire."

      "As long as you're not planning to cook up anything larger than a grouper..."

      "We wouldn't dream of it," Clover murmured, peering down at Lori's curved backside as she flipped over to round up some dinner.  "Although I can think of a few other ways I’d like to eat you up…"
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      After Lori helped the three friends corner and capture a large snapper in the lagoon, Tara filleted the fish while Jessop built a fire on the beach.  As they all sat down around the fire using skewers to cook the meat, Lori peered around the group and smiled.

      "I haven't had grilled snapper since my noni raised me as a child.  It tastes so much better smoked over a fire."

      "Your people haven't learned how to make fire?" Clover said.

      "We rarely have any need, since we spend most of our time in the sea."

      Clover paused for a moment, examining Lori's mermaid figure.

      "It seems so unusual, seeing someone with a half-human, half-fish body," she said.

      "I can imagine," Lori chuckled.  "But it's just as strange for us seeing humans walking upright with two legs."

      Tara peered at the girl, wondering why she was alone.

      "Is your small band on the island the only group of mermaids you're aware of?" she asked.

      "Yes," Lori nodded.  "We have no idea how we managed to evolve into our unusual shape."

      "Maybe it was one of those crazy witches like we met in the forest," Jessop chuckled, having a hard time keeping his eyes from straying lower to stare at the girl's exposed breasts.

      "Or maybe it was a random coupling between a human and a porpoise or some other sea creature," Lori smiled, noticing the bulge in his pants.

      "If you don't mind my asking," Clover said, reflecting on how they first discovered her.  "How do you mermaids reproduce?  Unlike we humans, your sexual organs appear to be hidden..."

      "We have slits on the underside of our bellies, just like dolphins and whales.  When aroused, mermens' penises protrude from their slits and we copulate in much the same manner I imagine you humans do."

      "Does it feel good, like it does for us?" Clover asked.

      "Of course," Lori smiled.  "Sexual play is a big part of our culture.  We don't just have sex to procreate."

      "So it would seem," Jessop said, running his eyes unabashedly over the mermaid's curvy figure.

      "Jessop!" Tara scolded, furrowing her brow in disapproval at her friend's ill-mannered comment.

      "It's quite alright," Lori laughed, returning Jessop's stare as she inspected his athletic figure.  "For us merfolk, sex is a perfectly natural and fun activity.  I'm just sorry I wasn't the one who caught you having sex first–"

      Suddenly the group's attention was diverted by the sound of two mermen splashing ashore as they crawled up the beach on their hands and knees like half-human walruses.

      "Lorelei!" the larger one said with a stern gaze.  "You know you're not allowed to fraternize with humans."

      "It's okay," Lori said.  "These are my friends.  We met while I was…collecting chukruss."

      "There's no such thing as friendly humans," the merman said, noticing Jessop reaching for his sword reflexively.

      "Please," Tara said, motioning for Jessop to stand down.  "We mean you no harm.  Why don't you join us?  There’s plenty of food for everyone."

      The mermen peered at the three humans suspiciously, although Tara noticed they lingered a little longer examining the figures of the two women.  The larger of the two was quite handsome, with long black hair, powerful arms, and a fur-covered chest.

      "It's okay, Ronan," Lori said, patting the sand between her and Tara.  "Come see what it's like to eat cooked fish for a change.  These people aren't like most humans."

      As the mermen slowly crawled up to join the group, Lori introduced them as Ronan and Caol, then the three friends introduced themselves in turn.  Tara handed each of them a skewer of grilled snapper from the fire, and they flinched when they brought the hot flesh on their lips.

      "You might want to let it cool for a moment before eating it," Tara chuckled, passing them a chopped chukruss.  "It tastes even better with a bit of citrus juice sprinkled on top."

      She squeezed the other half of the fruit overtop of her skewer, then the mermen copied her lead, biting into the snapper hesitatingly.  They peered at one another with raised eyebrows, then quickly devoured the fish while Tara prepared another skewer.

      "What do you think?" Tara said, handing the mermen a second serving.

      "It's different from what we're used to," Ronan said, downing the fish hungrily.

      "Different can be good," Tara smiled, glancing at the mermen's hairy chests and curvy hips.

      "Sometimes," Ronan nodded, peering over his thick brow while he examined the girls' figures.

      "Lori tells us you have a small colony offshore," Clover said, trying to ease the sexual tension among the group.

      Ronan turned his head to glare at Lori disapprovingly.

      "You know you're not supposed to tell anyone where we live."

      "I'm sorry," Lori said.  "They were just curious where I came from, and we've been getting to know one another while we shared a meal together."

      "And what do we know about them?" Caol interjected, seeming more concerned about Jessop and his gleaming weapon by his side than the pretty girls distracting Ronan.  "How do we know they're not part of a larger group wanting to attack us?"

      "I assure you that we're alone," Tara said.  "We're just as wary of other people as you are.  We've had more than our fair share of run-ins with nefarious humans as well."

      "Where do you come from?" Ronan said, peering at Clover's red hair, Tara's pointed ears, and Jessop's fair skin.  "You all look so different."

      "Jessop's home is in the Norseland, and I come from Abbynthia," Tara said. "Clover comes from some place none of us have ever heard of."

      "Somewhere where mermaids and mermen only live in fairy tales," Clover laughed.

      "Fairy tales?" Lori said, looking at Clover with a puzzled expression.

      "They're make-believe stories where all the strange creatures and characters are made up."

      "Except these ones aren't make-believe," Tara smiled, staring at the mermens' handsome faces and curvy asses.

      "Perhaps you'd like to come visit our island sometime," Lori said, recognizing everyone's growing attraction with one another.

      "How would we get there?" Clover said.  "We don't have a boat, and we surely couldn't swim that far."

      "I'm sure Ronan and Caol wouldn't mind carrying you on their backs, would you boys?" Lori smiled.

      "I don't know," Ronan said, surprised by Lori's unexpected invitation.  "It's one thing to be friendly with humans on their own soil, but it's quite another to reveal our hiding spot."

      "Don't you think they would have already taken advantage of us already if they meant us any harm?" Lori said, tapping her fingers over the tips of Tara's pointed arrows.  "With their advanced weapons, they could have easily overpowered us while we were out of our element.  Besides, maybe they can teach us how to make our own fires and cook fish as delicious as this..."

      Ronan paused for a moment, then turned to his fellow tribesman.

      "What do you think, Caol?"

      "There's a hundred of us and only three of them," Caol nodded, his pupils widening as he peered at Jessop more warmly.  "Plus, they'd be on our turf, far from the mainland."

      "Maybe just for a day or two then," Ronan said, peering up at the sun angling slowly westward.  "This fire could prove useful to us in other ways..."

      "What do you say, guys?" Clover said, peering at her friends excitedly.  "Are you up for another adventure?"

      "I don't know where you get this wanderlust from," Tara said, turning to Jessop for his input.  "I think you've read too many fairy tales with happy endings."

      "We could use a happy ending for a change," Jessop said, staring at Lori's bare breasts.  "I'm game if you are."
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      "Alright," Tara nodded.  "Jessop should go with one of the mermen since he's heavier than us girls."  She glanced over at Ronan and smiled.  "I'll hitch a ride with Ronan, and Clover can go with Lori.  Are you sure you can carry us all that way out to sea?"

      "You'll have to wrap your legs around my hips and hold onto my hair for support," Ronan nodded.  "It'll be a bit of a bumpy ride."

      "That's quite alright," Tara smiled.  "I'm getting used to bumpy rides."

      After the trio collected their gear, Lori and the mermen crawled down to the edge of the shore, lowering torsos into the surf while raising their midsections out of the water to allow their new friends to climb on top.

      The two girls couldn't help noticing that the section of their bodies where their human and fish parts merged was shaped distinctly like a human ass, even though it was covered in fish scales.  As they rested on their midsections and wrapped their legs around their torsos, the girls' pussies tingled in excitement as they reached down to grasp their partners' flowing locks for extra support.  Even Jessop seemed momentarily distracted as he sat atop Caol's muscular rump, adjusting his package while he ran his hands over his rippling back.

      As Lori and the mermen began to swim into deeper water, their bodies undulated over the surface like dolphins swimming beside a ship.  While Clover and her friends held on for dear life, the creatures glided effortlessly through the sea, dipping their heads in and out of the water as they spouted spray to catch their breath after every new dip.

      Clover leaned forward to wrap her arms around Lori's chest, copping a feel of her firm breasts whenever her body shifted atop her back.  She glanced over at Tara, noticing her riding Ronan's bare back like a cowgirl as she ground her pussy into his flexing hips while he undulated up and down through the churning waves.  Glancing a few feet further to the side, she saw Jessop's cock hardening under his tight trousers as he pulled on Caol's flowing hair while humping his ass.

      "This is insane!" Clover shouted to her friends, feeling more alive than she had in years.  "This is way better than taking a boat!"

      "No kidding," Tara grunted, tilting her pussy directly over Ronan's flexing buttocks.  "This is the best sex I've had in ages!"

      Clover peered over at Jessop, who was bumping up and down over Caol's ass.

      "How are you doing over there, Jessop?" she shouted.

      "Good," he panted as he tightened his legs around Caol's flexing hips.  "I just hope he doesn't buck me off before we get there."

      Clover glanced down at Caol's face, noticing a sly smile on his face.  Whether he was enjoying having Jessop at his mercy in his own element, or he was becoming equally excited having a human humping his ass while he swam through the surf, she couldn't be sure.  But one thing seemed certain.  This likely wouldn't be the last time the three of them had a bumpy ride with their new hosts.

      After a couple of hours riding on their backs, a mound of green suddenly appeared on the horizon, and as they got closer, they saw a small island surrounded by a coral reef.  While the waves began to break over the outer barrier, Ronan, Lori, and Caol slowed their pace, winding through a narrow gap in the glittering coral into a tranquil, turquoise-colored lagoon.

      The three hosts swam up to the beach on the small central island, and as Clover, Tara, and Jessop tumbled off, shaking out their cramping leg muscles, they turned around to peer at the incredible beauty of the lagoon.  Completely surrounded by a rainbow-colored reef, the basin was filled with a profusion of striped fish, spotted rays, and scores of mermaids swimming through the crystal-clear water while the overhead sun shimmered over the reflection from the white sandy floor.

      "Holy cow," Clover said, dipping her toes into the warm, shallow water.  "This is even more beautiful than I dreamed.  I'm going to write my very own fairy tale story when I get back home."

      "Just make sure you tell it as a fairy tale," Tara smiled as Ronan peered back at her, floating gently on his back a few meters offshore.  "Because if any other humans ever found this paradise, they'd surely make short work of it."

      She squinted her eyes through the shimmering water, noticing something large and pink protruding from his belly, and she gasped when she realized it was his erect penis, shaped like a giant curved slug.  Far from being repulsed by it, she felt her pussy still throbbing from the pounding she'd received on the long trip over from the mainland.

      "Come in and enjoy the water," Lori smiled, flapping her tail playfully next to him.  "It's even more beautiful underneath.  You've never seen so many colorful fish as you'll find here."

      As the three friends waded into the shallow water of the lagoon, a school of baby sea lions suddenly swirled up around them, wanting to play.  When they dipped their bodies below the surface, the animals swam up surprisingly close, peering at their human faces with their cute puppy dog eyes.  While the pups flapped and rolled in the bubbling surf, Clover, Tara, and Jessop mimicked their movement, trying to keep up.  As they smiled and reached out trying to touch the playful creatures, their eyes widened watching the menagerie of fish swimming idly by like nothing was happening.

      Clover had never seen such placid and beautiful sea creatures her whole life, and the sun had started to set by the time she and her friends finally dragged themselves out of the water, completely exhausted.

      "Oh my God," Clover gasped, flopping onto the shore as she stared up at the wispy clouds passing overhead.  "I never want to leave this place.  It's got everything anybody could ever want.  Abundant sea life, fresh water, a protected offshore lagoon–"

      "Hot mermaids and mermen..." Tara grunted, slumping down beside her.

      "Did you see what I saw?" Clover said, turning her head to grin at her friend.  "Ronan's big, fleshy dick?  I think he kind of fancies you.  He never seemed to stray far from your side the whole time we were in there."

      "Yeah, I noticed," Tara said.  "It's shaped a bit strange, but I could definitely go for a ride on his other side anytime he wants."

      "Whatever happened to giving these sea creatures their privacy and not leering at them when they're sexually aroused?" Jessop said, pulling his sagging pants up over his hips.

      "That was before we went for a bumpy ride on their beautiful asses," Tara grinned, glancing at his still-tumescent tool in his wet trousers.  "Speaking of which, I noticed you didn't seem to mind too much either."

      "Oh that?" Jessop said, peering down at the bulge in his pants.  "That's just from watching all these pretty mermaids swimming around completely naked.  Anybody would get hard under those circumstances."

      "Um-hmm," Clover teased.  "Are you sure you weren't getting excited about putting that tool somewhere else?"

      "I wouldn't even know where to put it," Jessop said.  "Unlike you two, who have a giant worm to latch onto whenever the mood strikes."

      "And the mood is definitely striking," Tara said, peering out at the swirling band of mermaids and mermen mating unabashedly in the clear water of the lagoon.

      "I'm growing an appetite for something else," Clover said, feeling her stomach starting to grumble.  "I’ve worked up quite a hunger playing with those cute sea lions.  I wonder if our new friends would be interested in helping us scare up some more food."

      Tara stood up and peered out into the lagoon, noticing Ronan and Lori gliding idly nearby.

      "Are you guys getting hungry again?" she said.  "What have you got to eat around here?"

      Lori swam up to the water's edge, resting her breasts in the sand as her tail flapped softly in the water behind her.

      "We typically feed on smaller fish found in the lagoon.  But you'll also find coconuts and breadfruit on the trees further inland."

      Ronan swam up beside her, resting on his muscular haunches.

      "Would you like us to round up some larger fish, like you had by the shore?" he said, flexing his buttocks against the pliant sand.

      "That would be lovely," Tara said, imagining it was her lying beneath him while he penetrated her with his large fleshy organ.

      "Can you wait until we come back before you start another fire?" he nodded.  "We'd like you to teach us how you do it so we can make one for ourselves."

      "Of course," Tara smiled.  "I'll be ready whenever you are."

      "I bet you will," Clover chuckled as Ronan headed toward the exit of the lagoon with a group of other mermen.

      Lori grinned, overhearing the two girls' conversation.

      "If you'd like to collect some coconuts and breadfruit," she said.  "We mermaids can help you prepare the side dishes."

      "Of course," Clover nodded, heading into the lush foliage in the center of the island with Tara and Jessop.

      When they returned with an armful of husks from the trees, a group of mermaids with stone axes began splitting the fruit and chopping them up into bite-sized pieces.  Fifteen minutes later, the friends saw a commotion near the small opening of the lagoon, and soon after a large blue-skinned fish began circling in the shallow water as twenty mermen cornered it, forcing it into the shallow water.  When the creature slowed by the side of the beach, one of the mermaids reared up with a large club, striking it hard over the head, making it fall limp.

      "That's one way to kill a fish," Jessop chuckled as the men hauled the huge fish onto the beach and the women began slicing it open with sharpened stone knives.

      "How do you humans usually do it?" Ronan said, crawling up beside Tara and Clover who were preparing the firepit.

      "We normally slice off its head with a knife or some other sharp object."

      "That might work with a smaller fish, but we don't have a knife as big as yours to slice off its head.  By the time we finished hacking it off with our stone tools, the poor creature would die a slow death.  At least this way is fast and merciful."

      "That's a mighty big fish you caught," Tara said, trying to change the subject.  "Do you normally eat your fish raw?"

      "Like all the other fish in the sea, yes," Ronan nodded.  "I guess we haven't yet learned how to use our human parts quite so creatively as you."

      "I'm not so sure we're as different as you might think," Tara smiled.  "Crowd around while we show you one of our neatest tricks.  But I have to warn you, fire can be both a blessing and a curse.  If you're not careful, it will burn your entire island down to the dirt."

      "Is that why you place rocks around it to keep it from spreading?" Ronan said, noticing the ring of stones the girls had placed in the center of the beach.

      "Yes, although it's not quite as important here in the middle of the sand as it is in the forest. In this case, the rocks are here more to facilitate the cooking process than anything else."

      "So how do you make the fire?" he asked.

      "Through friction," Tara said, placing a dry piece of driftwood inside the perimeter of stones.  "By rubbing combustible materials together until they generate enough heat to spark a fire.  Let me show you."

      Tara twisted her knife upright overtop of the flat driftwood until it made a small hollow.  Then she placed a long, straight twig with a beveled end against the string of her bow, turning it a hundred-and-eighty degrees to twist the bowstring around the shaft.  As Clover held a small rock over the top of the stick, Tara placed the beveled end into the hollow on the board, swiping her bow forward and back.  As the stick began rotating rapidly in the shallow depression, within a matter of seconds some smoke began drifting up from the dry wood.

      Jessop leaned down to place some crumpled leaves against the base of the twig, then he blew softly into the smoking hollow until a small flame erupted around the shaft.  As he piled larger twigs and driftwood onto the flame, before long a large fire erupted in the pit, supported with larger logs.

      "That's pretty impressive," Ronan said, nodding his head.  "But how do I make the bow?"

      Tara turned toward the handsome merman, examining his powerful physique in the light of the flickering flame.

      "If you'll let us stay the night, I can show you that tomorrow," she smiled.  "That takes a little longer.  If you're a good boy, I might even show you how to fling arrows with it.  You never know when you might need it to defend yourself against less harmless humans."

      "Oh, I'll be a good boy," he grinned, peering at Tara's pointed ears and plump breasts pushed up against her wet smock.  "But something tells me you're not quite as harmless as you let on."
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