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		August 8, 1891

		The storm came fast. We had sailed past the train of islands west of Cuba, aiming for the Florida coast on the western side. My first mate, a burly fellow named Barlow, and I had plotted the course to deliver our cargo of seed from London. We were to deliver four passengers, two brothers and their wives, all called Heston, along with the store of seed for aid to the towns along the coast. The Hestons, which my crew called "the aristocrats" thanks to their haughty manner and peculiarly lofty manner of dress, inappropriate for travel on the seas, remained in the cramped passenger cabin of our ship most of the days, and ventured out at night only to remark upon the wretched nature of our crew. Of our passengers, only Lionel Heston seemed to have any sense of the perilous nature of our journey, and had even engaged in games of cards with some of the crew. He was well-liked by most or our men. His wife, an astonishingly beautiful woman called Rose, was as frightened a girl as I'd ever seen. She scurried about the deck, when she appeared at all, as darting and nervous as any of the rats in the hull. I suppose she was afeared of the crew's capacity for vice, though I have assured her on any number of occasions that these men are Christian and not given to the baser impulses. She has, no doubt, heard stories of piracy and the evils that befall women, and there is no talking her out of the prejudices she has learned.

		We were four days from land when Barlow first came to me in my quarters where I was measuring the last leg of our journey, and feeling more than confident that we would make landfall ahead of schedule.

		"Captain Raymond, sir" he began, his knit cap twisting in his calloused hands, "you should come see."

		"What is it, Barlow?" I asked, unwilling to give up my business at the moment.

		"Come see, sir."

		The anxious expression he wore convinced me more than his words that I should do as he bade, and I followed my man onto the decks. Off our port, I saw a tower of clouds unlike any I'd seen before. It was as if a curtain of billowing black and purple had been draped across the ocean, lit by sparks of lightning that bloomed and disappeared just as quickly.

		Several of the men had ceased in their duties to watch the clouds advancing on us, and I was hard pressed to blame them.

		"Never seen such a sight," Barlow said, echoing my thoughts. "Not clouds like that, sir."

		"Me, either," I admitted. I turned, raising my voice and catching the eye of some of the crewmen who stood by the rails. Already, a cold wind was blowing across our bow, driven ahead of the storm. "You lot, remember your duties. A storm comes, and we must ready for it. Draw sail and let's get ahead of it, shall we?"

		I was met with a chorus of "Aye, sir"s and I was reminded again of the crew's loyalty and expertise. They were good men, and so few left. I will remember them fondly, and have already written a dozen letters to those they've left behind.

		We barely had time to bring the ship about when the storm was upon us. I have not the words to describe the uncanny nature of the thing, but I shall attempt to convey the horror that befell us.

		"The clouds, sir. They're moving against the wind," Barlow said, and he was no liar. I did not comment, nor can I now except to say that the storm felt like an unnatural thing, a demonic thing if I am to be honest.

		The clouds enveloped us with a mist that clung to the tumultuous waves, dipping our bow and raising it until we felt like a toy bob upon the waters, and I was sure the ship would capsize. The winds were cold and fierce, biting through one's clothes and chilling us to the bone, almost freezing us in place. A few of the crew did just that, watching as the clouds overtook us, then dumped their bellies of water onto us and the ship. The rain was as cold as the wind, biting and harsh, soaking our clothes and chilling our bones. I ducked into our passenger cabins, where the aristocrats were huddled together on the bed fixed to the bulkhead.

		"Stay in here," I admonished them, "and do not venture onto the decks. A storm has blown in and you are safer here."

		I neglected to tell them of the unnatural nature of the storm, or to intimate my fear that none of us may survive it. Their faces were masks of terror, and I needed not their panic to add to that of the crew. With my passengers stowed, I returned to the men, barking orders that were swallowed by the rain and wind, so much so that I was forced to lean into the ears of the individual crewmembers as they secured sails and pumped water from our hold as the waves crashed over the deck.

		"Do you hear it, sir?" Barlow said, appearing from the mist and rain beside me like a phantom. "There," he said, pointing over our port side into the bruised wall of clouds.

		I turned my head to where he had pointed, angling my ear in that direction, and I did hear something, an impossibly lovely song that rose over the crash of waves and thunder, soft but unmistakable.

		"Has someone gone over, sir?" my mate asked, and then the world became foreign and deadly.

		It must have been a swell of the waves that carried us on their shoulders, and then the ship was listing to starboard, the tallest mast dipping into the ocean as we bent. I heard the cries of my crew supplant the mysterious song carried by the storm, and I watched, helpless, as men clung to the port rails, only to lose their grips and tumble down the deck and into the churning sea. I caught sight of arms waving in the foam, and sometimes a face I knew, before they were swallowed whole by the waters.

		God bless Barlow! He wrapped rope around my waist and his and secured it to the railing. I saw others do the same, and if not for that quick thinking, I think none of us would have survived.

		I could hear the cries from our "aristocrats" being tossed around in the passenger cabin, and I made to loose the rope. Despite my crew and my views on the relative worth of our fellow journeymen (and women), I knew it was my place to do all I could to keep them safe in this maelstrom. Before I could free myself from the railings, accompanied by Barlow's protests, a terrific bolt of lightning came down from the Heavens and struck us, dead center of the ship as if guided by diabolical hands. I smelled scorched wood, and then the shrieking of the ship's planks as they bent and split, sending hellish embers into the air even as the rain stamped them out. With a groan, the ship gave, dividing in twain, with Barlow and myself, as well as several other crewmen, on one side, our passengers and other shipmates on the other. The respective ends of the ship tilted upward, exposing the contents of the hold, and then both ends of our ship, the estimable Tara Dane, began to slowly submerge.

		It was then I lost all form of reason or sanity, crying out to our Lord, who seemed to have cast his gaze away from me and my ship. I know now that it was Barlow who freed us both from our tether to the railing, who swam with me in tow away from the vortex formed by the sinking ship, Barlow who swam until we were deposited here...

		Where here is, I have no clue. My memory of our map, now lost, showed no island in the vicinity, nor does my experience in these waters inform any indication of where we may be now. Barlow, myself, Rose Heston and her husband, and four other crewman are all that remain. Mrs. Heston's husband, Lionel, the one which generated the most affection among my crew, had been struck in the head during his escape from the Tara Dane, and his wife now attends him. His mind seems to have left him, for he speaks low and quiet, and only of something he glimpsed in the waters. Following us, he said. I fear he may not be long for this world.

		The rest of us have managed to remain mostly intact, save for a broken leg of the yardman, Dillon, whose leg has been set by his compatriot, a fellow called Sands. Ironic name, that one. We are given a bounty, having been washed ashore on a mysterious island which boasts prodigious edible flora and the Mess Captain, Wain, says he has seen deer, or a close enough approximation to offer us meat as well as vegetables. The island is too large to have circumnavigated yet, but it seems of a goodly size, though not so large that we would have been missed by a local population. We appear to be alone, for now.

		There is a peak to the north, and we have all seen water flowing down it, which suggests fresh water. I will lead Barlow and Wain into the tropical vegetation tomorrow to scout for a source of potable water.

		Thanks to God for our survival, and mercy to those with whom he has called home.

		

		August 10th, 1891

		With each passing hour, I am reminded more of the words of The Bard: "There are more things in Heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy."

		While our suppositions about the fresh water and live game on the island were accurate, indeed we have eaten well, the island also poses queer mysteries. Spirits have been high, despite the loss of our companions and loved ones, thanks to the prevalence of food and water, and Barlow led the remaining crew, besides the injured Dillon, in constructing lean-tos to shelter us from the elements. The sky has been clear since the storm, and the nature of that wicked typhoon has been the subject of much speculation since we arrived. I have tried to put such talk to rest, but tongues will wag when hands are idle, and I confess I have my own doubts as to the natural origins of the thing.

		Our first night on the island, when we were still sleeping just off the beach in the thick tree line of the jungle that comprises most of the island, I was awoken by the sound of the ethereal singing we heard during the ship's disaster. It came from the ocean, and Barlow and the rest of the men lined up beside me where the land met the water, peering into the moon-capped waves to determine the source. Sands called out for help, but the voice never wavered, never replied, only continued to sing out with its haunting melody.

		To listen to it was to be in a dream, where one could almost feel his feet lift from the sand to be carried up and cut through the dark air, toward the source of the sound. Even Mrs. Heston joined us at the shore.

		"What is it?" she asked of me, though I could but shrug in honest ignorance.

		"I have never heard anything like it," I confessed, and I felt her hand take mine. I sensed the inappropriateness of the gesture, but her husband was still taken with his brain fever and I was, I must admit, afraid and calmed by the tender grasp of this beautiful woman.

		"It scares me," she said.

		"It is just a sound, perhaps wind rifling through the rocks just so," I postulated, but her expression was a reflection of the hollowness of my words.

		Most of the men waited with me at the shoreline until dawn, when the strange song grew soft, then silent. All the while, as we stood like silent sentries on the beach, Lionel Heston's brain fever worsened, and Dillon, who rested beside him, eventually used a shred of his own breeches to quiet the man.

		Just as rumor surrounded the source of the storm which stranded us here, so did the beautiful song echoing through the night. Most of the crew was determined to believe it was something supernatural, and more than once did I hear the word "mermaid" used, though Barlow did his best to quiet such talk.

		Last night brought stranger events still, and some which I hesitate to write here for fear of what you must think, dear reader.

		It was dusk, and the waters were lit red and golden by the sinking sun. It would have been the more lovely had we not been stranded here, though our bellies were full and talk of the song from the night before was at a minimum. I decided to stroll along the beach, around the curve made by an outcropping of rock, to determine if we should perhaps chance upon a previous wreck that might offer much needed supplies. I selfishly hoped for a lost trunk filled with clothes that I might feel some semblance of cleanliness, and decided I might strip myself bare and slip into the surf to clean myself once I was far enough away.

		I shouldn't have been surprised, then, when I found that someone else on the island was possessed of the same idea, and I realized I had not seen Rose Heston for some time when I happened upon her. Her clothes were left above the waterline, hung over branches to dry, and I could discern the layers of clothing the fairer sex was plagued with, the fine fabrics swaying in the ocean breeze. I was agape at the clothes left there when I heard the splash and turned to find Mrs. Heston bathing herself in the warm southern waters. I averted my gaze as quickly as I could, cupping my hand to my eyes to hide her from my view, but not before I had seen more than propriety allowed.

		If she had been considered beautiful before, I now raised my estimation of her as the most exquisite woman I had ever seen. With her bundled clothes removed, I could see the fullness of her bosom and the perfection that made up the rest of her. Her skin, though pale, was flawless and reminiscent of dolls I had seen in toy shop windows in the city. Her hair was dark and long, left down for bathing where it had been up for most of the trip. I got the quickest glimpse of the thatch of dark hair that hid her nether lips, and these images haunt me still. I know I am weak for lingering on these pictures fixed in my mind, but I only emphasize this to impress upon you how close to perfection Mrs. Heston was, and how haunted I am by her still.

		"Captain Raymond?" she called from the waters, my back turned away from her. "Is that you?"

		"Yes, Mrs. Heston," I returned, "I apologize for interrupting. I was of a mind to bathe and did not notice you had departed from camp with the same in mind."

		"I understand, Captain. Our current circumstances give us some latitude in normal social custom. I take no offense."

		"Thank you, Mrs. Heston. I should leave you now. Please be careful, the tides near the shore can be deceptive and strong."

		"Yes," she said quickly, keeping me on the beach a moment longer. "I believe I felt something that must have been the tide. I would have sworn there was someone swimming right here with me – a girl, I think, but that's a bit mad, isn't it?"

		"The sun can play tricks, especially in the water, my good lady."

		"Yes," she said, slower this time. "I had no idea it had gotten so late. I felt half-asleep. If you don't mind, I'd like to come out now, and I shouldn't want to be seen in this state, if you don't mind."

		"Not at all." And I left her there.

		I aimed at our camp again, and found that Mr. Heston was growing worse by the hour. His mania had forced the others to leave him permanently gagged to stifle his cries. My heart went out to the poor, and extremely beautiful, Mrs. Heston, who deserved far better than to be burdened by this tortured soul, yet I admired the fact that she had issued no complaint in his care.

		When Mrs. Heston returned, I noticed with some consternation that she had not fully buttoned her demure top, and I, and the other men, could make out the curve of her chest and even the shadowed valley between her breasts. Her previous shyness around the men had turned, and she was eager to strike up conversations with all of them, often resting her hand on the shoulder of the man to whom she was speaking.

		The talk of mermaids returned after dinner, as the men conjectured on the origin of the song and whether it would return this evening. We hadn't long to wait, for, as soon as the moon rose and lit the beach with its pale blue light, the song began. Unlike the night before, we did not stand at the shoreline, convinced it would last until the sun rose again, so Barlow, Sands and I set out to the south, which was as close as we could guess as to the source of the sound. Dillon and Mr. Heston, our wounded, rested on the sand while Rose tended them, and Wain and Carvey, the other castaway, stood guard. Their roles were less about guarding the wounded, I supposed, than guarding each other from the enticement of Mrs. Heston, whose skirt had split along the side to offer a view of her cream-skinned leg.

		The maddening ubiquity of the song was made worse by the fact that we seemed never to draw nearer to it, nor did we move away. No matter how far we walked, and we did into the island's boundaries moved away from the south and turned back east, the sound always seemed to be just as distant as it had been before. For most of the journey, that is.

		Once we had resolved to turn back, half the night stolen by our explorations, the song rang out close to us, then past us until it was making way for the camp we had left behind. Without a word, our glances telling each other all, we broke into a run, chasing the sound until we arrived back at the camp, our hands and forearms covered with angry red lines as we'd whipped through the flora of the island in an effort to reach our base before the sound did.

		As God as my witness, I cannot tell you how stunned I was to find Dillon, Carvey and Wain passed out by the water's edge, as if they had engaged in a debauched night of drinking. There was no sign of Rose or Lionel Heston, except for two furrows leading from the masculine Heston's place under the lean-to to the edge of the water, where the tracks disappeared.

		Once we roused the downed men, Barlow and I walked a vast length of the beach, calling for the Hestons. This went on for near an hour before we resolved that the weight of Rose's care for her husband must have broken her already-stressed mind and led her to destroy her husband and herself.

		The men who had been incapacitated remembered the song, and even recalled it growing near, and then they were overcome by a fog of unconsciousness that left their memories worthless in regard to the fates of the surviving aristocrats.

		I am overcome by grief at the loss of Rose Heston, and I know my images of her bathing in the ocean will accompany me for many years. I feel some shame at this, of course, but I tell myself it is no great sin to remember the dead fondly.

		

		August 11, 1891

		The song remains, only now I would swear that it is two voices that sing to us. The men left alone on the beach the night before have become near-catatonic. They are lazy during the daylight hours, and only stir at night. Then, the simply stand at the edge of the water and listen to the song calling to us from somewhere in the darkness.

		"It's dark magic," Barlow said to me as we observed our crewmates standing stone-still on the sand.

		"I wish I could disagree with you," I replied honestly, "but there is something amiss here."

		We have no seen no sign of a ship to take us from this place, and Barlow, Sands and myself, the only men remaining who seem wholly unaffected by the island and the song that haunts it, have built a signal fire to be lit tonight. I pray to God that someone finds us soon, for I fear that whatever evil has led us here will come for us.

		

		August 12, 1891

		Rose Heston has returned!

		Her dark hair matted to her head like a dog left in the rain, her clothes torn further, exposing more of her than decency permitted, her eyes unfocused and dim, but there she was, walking up the beach as sure as you please, as if she had emerged whole from the depths.

		It took time for her to come to her senses, and that is perhaps giving her report of the events of two nights before, but she was alive. Barlow kept his distance, and indeed voiced his concerns that the woman who had been returned to us was dangerous, but I laughed at the notion. How could this vision of beauty, no matter how abused by her time away, be a threat to us? She was frail and weakened after her disappearance, and even at her healthiest she would have been unable to overpower any one of the men.

		Speaking of the crew, Dillon, Carvey and Wain showed some agitation at the return of Mrs. Heston. There were murmurings among the three of them, but no amount of questioning would uncover the subject of their whispers. I am beginning to feel that there is some sort of contagion being passed among the crew that leads to a quiet form of madness, and I have been watching my fellow crew closely for signs of danger.

		To the events of the night of her abduction, as I had come to think of it, Mrs. Heston recalled little. She remembered the song drawing close, and she and the rest of the men, save her husband, had gone to the water's edge to determine if they could divine the source of the sounds. As they stood watch, Lionel Heston, that poor, damaged soul, had lost what was left of his reason. He approached from behind, unheard by Rose of the remaining crew (this they did confirm) and Lionel Heston grabbed his wife by the waist and pulled her into the ocean with him in an attempt to drown them both.

		According to Rose's report, and I have no reason to disbelieve it, she fought her husband, pounding on his shoulders as he drew her under, until she had no choice but to gasp for breath, drawing into her lungs the salt water. She must have been released as Lionel Heston drowned himself, she surmised, and then drifted upward to the water's surface where she floated back to the island and washed ashore further away. Though she could not account for every minute of her absence, and was surprised to learn she had been missing for nearly two days, she seems in good health.

		"There's something unnatural about her," Barlow told me in confidence. "Something about her story. Something I don't trust."

		"She's a victim of her husband's illness," I assured my first mate, clapping him on the shoulder, but that old, round-chested seaman refused to budge in his belief that Rose presented some sort of threat. I worry that whatever malady affects the crew has found its way to Barlow. I will have to watch him closely.

		As for the woman, she has been more and more herself as time passes, and has even been friendly in spite of her loss and the trauma of having nearly been murdered. She has come to the lean-to Barlow and I share several times and made polite conversation. I feel she is as resilient a person as I have met, and I am pleased she has risen, Lazarus-like, from her watery grave.

		

		August 14, 1891

		This cursed island has begun to reveal itself for the trap it is. While I was distracted by the return of Mrs. Heston, I failed to see what was becoming of my crew. While Barlow, Sands and myself continued to work toward rescue with our signal fires, and an expedition conducted by Sands and Barlow up to the peak of the island's lone mountain, if it could be called such a thing despite its comparatively small size, I stayed behind to ensure that Dillon and the rest were no worse for the wear. I suppose I did remain to spend a bit more time with Mrs. Heston, truth be told, whose garb seemed more tattered by the day. The night before last, when the joint songs of our mysterious choir rolled over the surf, I watched as Dillon, whose leg is unusable and could need removal if not properly looked after by a true doctor, dragged himself to the edge of the water, where Rose was already waiting for him. I could not make out the conversation, but she whispered to him, and I watched his face taken on a beatific countenance as it seemed some glorious revelation was given to him. He made for the water, and I rose to stop him from crawling head first into the ocean, but Rose stilled him with but a hand on the small of his back. Oh, cruel jealousy! I felt a pain in my belly at the sight of her hand on the injured crewman, and, though there were no romantic gestures to be seen, the time she held her hand there was time I felt an agony I can scarce commit to words. It should have been me she was touching!

		Such were my feelings then, though I have grown to distrust this woman in the past day. I nodded off sometime during the night of Dillon's efforts to plunge himself into the surf, and, when I awoke, Carvey was gone. Dillon and Wain swore they had no idea what had become of him, but the glances they exchanged when I questioned them implied they knew more than they told.

		Later yesterday morning, I walked with Rose along the beach, and I could scarce keep her eyes from the blue waters to our left as we strolled. I found myself in a confessional mood, and told her of the feelings I'd had, vile though they were to me considering the recent death of her husband. Instead of lashing out at me, or taking her leave of my company, she entwined her fingers in mine and stopped me where I stood. She leaned up on her toes and kissed the corner of my mouth.

		I could feel the heat of her, the softness of her lips against my skin, the rise of her breasts, nearly visible through the shreds of her top, and her hands encircled my neck and held me fast. I tilted my head to kiss her more fully, but she was moving away from me, and I had to shake myself from the delirium of that moment to catch up with her. How my thoughts have lingered on those few seconds and the details of Rose's touch. Even now, I long for her.

		Upon our return, I felt lighter than the finest grains of sand beneath my feet, and paused to talk with Dillon, who lay under the shade of the lean-to.

		"I'll be gone tonight," he told me matter-of-factly after I'd asked after his condition. "No more pain, sir. I'll be with them."

		"With whom?" I asked, settling myself on the sand behind him. I was curious, yes, but I was still in the fog of love left by Rose and her tender lips.

		"Them, sir. The ones under the water. We all will be with them eventually, but it's my turn tonight. She's said so."

		"Who has?"

		He didn't answer, only cast his eyes to the water and pursed his lips. After a moment, he added, "It'll be different, sir, but she's promised us a happiness unlike anything we've known."

		I pressed him for more, but he would answer none of my questions. Finally, I left him be, and looked up to the small peak that marked the highest point of the island. Somewhere up there, Barlow and Sands were climbing our small peak, and I prayed to our God that they find some sign of life besides we poor fools stranded here.

		I noticed that Carver was with Rose, and though he had never been a large man, it seemed as if he were smaller still, and thin in arm and leg in a way I had never noticed. He had certainly eaten well enough, but there was something almost delicate about him as he spoke with Rose. The wind carried not the content of her words, but again, I felt a jealousy as I saw her sitting before them, her knees pulled up to her chest, arms around her knees. She idly stroked her leg, scratching a spot on her calf. All this I watched and catalogued, and I knew my interest in the widow was growing to the point of obsession.

		It was only last night that I realized the true danger of this island, and what it is we had been trapped by. With the scouting crew still gone, I found an eerie sense of dread had come over me, left alone with Dillon and Wain, and the enigmatic Mrs. Heston. Dillon dragged himself as far as the edge of the water, which crept higher with the rising of the moon, nearly full, now. He had an odd sense of expectation on his face, and I noticed that he, too, appeared smaller in both stature and musculature than I recalled. Wain was alone, higher up the coast, and he, too, stared out across the water in anticipation of the return of the singing we had grown accustomed to.

		When it came, it was trebled instead of doubled, each voice singing at a slightly different pitch. The effect was haunting and beautiful, and I rose from my seat on the sand to stand at the point where the water's reach just reached my bare feet, looking out over the waves to see if I could finally divine the source of the song.

		"Troubled, Captain?" Rose asked, startling me. I had lost all sense of time and place, and saw that I was now ankle-deep in the salt water, warmed by the Southern sun during the day and turned to pitch by night.

		"I am," I admitted. "I do not know what it is out there that sings to us. All I know is that it has some effect on me and my crew, and I do not think it is a good one."

		She wrapped her arms around mine and leaned her head on my shoulder, the way a lover might when sitting in the back of a carriage.

		"I will show you soon enough, Captain."

		"You will?" I asked, incredulous. "What do you know of this? Dillon says there is a mysterious 'she' that will take him tonight."

		I felt her cheek rub against my arm as she nodded, and she squeezed my arm again.

		"She brought me back to ease your mind, Captain. I told her how you cared for your crew, and she wanted me to assure you that she will keep them safe, just as she will keep you safe."

		I turned Rose to face me, holding her by her forearms.

		"What is this? Who is this woman?"

		Rose laughed and then she drew my close to her by the waist of my breeches, until I was pressed tightly against her. She kissed me, and, I swear it is true, I tasted salt water in her kiss, on her tongue. I returned the kiss deeply, her hands rifling through my hair, and I felt something inside me slip away, though I could not give that part of me name. I only knew that it was asked of me and I gave it, if only to keep Rose's lips on mine a moment more.

		"See for yourself," she said after she had slipped my embrace, and stood to my side so that I could see Dillon, half-submerged in the water. He was not alone.

		I saw his face pressed to that of a woman, as stunning as I'd seen, my present company included, with long silver hair that seemed to glow in the moonlight. Her torso was exposed, the water covering her from the waist down, and there was no mistaking bare breasts that shone with the sea water that clung to them. Her hands were on either side of Dillon's head, and I could tell by the way their heads moved they were engaged in a deep kiss.

		As their lips met, I could see Dillon's body shifting under the moonlight, as if he were made of clay and being reshaped by invisible hands. His build, already apparently slighter, grew thinner still, until I could see his waist bend inward on either side and his rear, extended up into the air like a rutting animal, swelled and rounded. His legs were pushed together, his ankles and calves bent upward, and it looked like a thin skein of flesh now connected them. As he held himself aloft by his hands, flat against the hidden bottom of the ocean floor, I watched his chest blossom. It was as if seeing the change of adolescence happen before one's eyes, as his breasts grew outward, then lowered and curved until his appearance was indistinguishable with that of any woman.

		His legs smacked against the water, and now I was sure they had fused together somehow. I could find no distinction between one leg and the other, and his feet were bent outward in a way that would have been horribly painful, though this misshapen being that had been my crewman showed no sign of displeasure, quite the opposite. He was enraptured by the ethereal creature that kissed him, showing no sign of noticing how his body warped as he did so. When his legs came up again, resurfacing, they were a solid mass, and I could see that there were covered by scales, now, his feet missing, transformed into the thin fan of a tail. His hair, too, had grown, until it took on a blue hue, long as the silver-maned creature opposite him.

		When the kiss broke, there was little evidence of Dillon's former shape, now turned into what I can only describe as a mermaid, the torso, arms and head of a beautiful woman, the tail of a large fish, complete with willowy dorsal fins on what would have been the backs of his legs.

		My gaze moved with them, as the pair of impossible beings moved deeper into the waters, and I saw that two more sang from a short distance away, and I understood at once what had become of Lionel Heston and my missing crew. One of those creatures was the first, the one who had sang to us during the freakish storm, and the others were my former mates, now changed into creatures similar to our captor, though I could find no indication of which was which.

		As they swam away, the song louder and more intricate than ever before, I saw Wain at the edge of the water, a mad grin on his face, waving to the quartet of mermaids.

		"What have you done?" I asked of Rose, who had taken my hand.

		"I have given us all a happiness few realize," she answered without shame. "And we will all live forever in peace."

		"You have taken their minds and bodies. You have given them no choice in the matter."

		And then she pressed her lips to mine and stilled all my worry and dissent. I wanted her to take me at that moment, you see? I knew why my men had waited so anxiously at the water's edge, for I knew that I would wait there, too, if it meant more of the delirium that stole over me when Rose touched my lips in her salty kiss.

		

		August 15, 1891

		Carver now looks at me with a conspiratorial eye, as if we share some horrible secret, but there is no secret left, is there? In his face and form, I can see the changes that the mermaid and her agent, Rose, have engendered in the man, though he could scarcely be called that now. His breeches are tattered, displaying thin legs that appear smooth and hairless. He has tightened the waist of them to keep them from falling way completely, as his waist has shrunken, though his hips are far wider. His hair, too, seems longer, and it surrounds a face that has the round softness of a female's. I noticed, too, his Adam's apple is missing. Part of me wonders if the vulgar change in him has affected his manliness, but I can only speak for myself in that respect.

		Yes, I have seen the same changes in myself. When I woke this morning under the lean-to, the memory of Dillon's transformation and inauguration into the ranks of these creatures fresh in my mind, I called out for Rose. I could hear none of the deep resonance that had characterized my voice prior to my time on this island, and I could tell a new thinness in my gingers and arms. Even my gait has taken on a swaying motion that I associate with the fairer sex, and I now find that I am given to walking along the water's edge with the tide washing over my feet. Within me, I can feel the growing song of the mermaids, and I know that soon, I too will sing with them. As horrifying as the revelation is, I cannot deny a sense of peace it brings to me.

		When Rose came to me, she greeted me with a kiss, and my newly-plump lips responded in kind.

		"You are growing beautiful," she said to me, and I found myself split in my reaction. I detested what was being done to me and I savored it. To hear her compliment my delicate features, to assure me that soon I would be among them in the waves, I held her tight and made her promise not to leave me behind. I am ashamed of this reaction, but I cannot pretend it is not true.

		Carver hums the song of the mermaids, and I ache to join him, but I fight to retain my senses a bit longer, if only to record in this journal the fate of my crew and myself. It is beyond all reason and Godliness, but whatever infection the mermaid has brought to my crew, it is also possessed of a euphoria that is difficult to resist. In short, I want this to happen, and that terrifies me most of all.

		"You resist," Rose said, holding my dainty hand as we walked along the beach. The areas I had seen her scratch were now wide patches of iridescent scales. She still moved with a woman's grace, but there was something halting in her footsteps. "Why?"

		"I am afraid," I admitted. "I fear I am losing myself entirely."

		"Not entirely," she replied with a squeeze of my hand which I am sure was meant to be reassuring, but only stoked a fire I felt for her, a deep want that I am prisoner to. "You will still be you in your core, but you will serve the ocean and its needs. You will be deliriously happy, my Captain, and we will be together forever."

		"Why us?"

		Rose seemed to think a moment, then took a long breath. "She is lonely. Time moves slowly for her, and she has lost her sisters. While we will not age, we are not free of the violence perpetrated by men on the sea, and she has lost countless of her siblings. Unlike the other species, she cannot reproduce, at least not in the traditional way. Her song lures men to her, and she may punish or reward them. You and your men have been rewarded into her clan. We will never be alone and we will know joy almost always."

		"Why does she take you? Why did you return from her?" God, but the way my voice sounded made me shudder. It was the high, lyrical voice of a young woman.

		"She wanted me here to ensure that you did not fear her. She means us no harm. But, yes, I am changing, too, as you can see."

		Rose lifted the remains of her dress, showing me the length of her leg, and I saw the widening patch of scales covering her perfectly-shaped leg. When she let the cloth drop, she pressed close to me, her arms wrapping around my narrowed waist and I felt her tongue slide past my lips and I tasted again the oddly salty taste of her mouth. I sighed into my responding embrace, and we stood with our arms around one another, our mouths working with each other's, until a new thought occurred to me.

		"Barlow and Sands. What of them?"

		"They will come, too," she answered, matter-of-factly. "We will bring them with us and we will all be family, of a kind."

		"Can she talk, the one who brought us here I mean?"

		"Yes. It's as if she's speaking directly into your mind." Rose's eyes grew dreamy and unfocused. "It is the most beautiful voice, and you never want it to end."

		"Does this not seem demonic?" I asked, stepping away from her and presenting myself as evidence. "These changes do not seem to be of our God, Rose."

		Rose laughed and shook her head, sending her dark hair into waves of motion that reminded me of the surf behind her.

		"What we think of as God, Captain, is not what you expect it to be. There is nothing godly or demonic in our change. It simply is. There is war and strife and hunger, and past the veil of death, there is nothingness. We have been given a unique gift. We do not have to suffer these indignities."

		"And when will she take me?"

		"Carver tonight. You and I will go tomorrow. I was supposed to wait for the others, but my legs... They grow stiff when I am outside the water, and I'm afraid I would not be much of a temptation to the others."

		"Is that what you are, Rose? A temptation?"

		"Yes. As are you. We are all as beautiful as she."

		"I want to make love to you," I said, a hurried and fevered response to my desperate clinging to the man I was before.

		"Then I want that, too," she said, and we were again in each other's arms.

		I lowered her to the sand, though I was not much larger than her by now, and I tore away the shredded top she wore, revealing her perfectly full breasts and the hard buttons of her nipples beneath. I took one in my mouth, my tongue teasing the tip of it, and I felt her legs wrap around my waist as her fingers worked to unbutton the stained cloth of my shirt. When she revealed my upper body in its entirety, I was not surprised to feel her hands on the soft swells at my chest, and she kneaded my growing breasts and pressed the tips between her fingers, which drew moans from me as I kissed her. I reached down to my waist to free my breeches, pushing them down my thin legs until I was free of all clothing, and I paused to look down at myself. I had the shape of a woman not quite past her change, with the budding breasts and slope of my hips, the way my hair, always short, now fell around my shoulders.

		My manhood was shrunken, but working, and it struggled to its diminutive length as it grew erect. I fell back onto her and she guided me inside her, and I winced at the rough feel of scales within her walls. I was past the point of stopping though, and I thrust into her again and again while her hands stroked my back and her legs held me close to her, her quiet voice whispering "yes" into my ear as I approached my climax, my last as a man, I had no doubt.

		Despite the irritation of my member by the scabrous texture of Rose's canal, I found myself approaching climax quickly and I arched my back, the peculiar weight on my chest especially tangible as I pushed my small sex as deeply as I could into the patron of my change, and I felt myself erupt within her. She held me as I shrank until I was no longer inside her, the two of us in a tangle of feminine limbs.

		"You are ready," she said, and cupped my sex, which I realized had not only shrunken from her slick slit's grasp, but had retreated into me, leaving behind a cleft between my legs. I tried to manufacture some alarm in myself, but I could feel only joy at shedding the last of my masculinity, and I rolled atop her, my hair curtained around my face, as I smiled down at Rose and kissed her cheeks and neck and mouth.

		It is night, now, and I watch as Carver completes his own change. Rose is beside me, and has huddled against me all of the day. She has read this memoir, laughing at my initial timidity, as we are now both consumed by the joy that this change has afforded us. I do not waver in my belief that, when the mermaid comes for me, I will greet her with open arms and descend into the ocean with her and my sisters.

		Carver's legs have folded into themselves, now, and I watch with jealousy as his newly-spawned tail splashes in the shallow waters. He is beautiful, and Rose and I hum along with the song of our pod as we watch carver take his last breath as a man and fall into the chorus of our family.

		High above us, I see the fire made by Barlow and Sands to signal help, but I feel nothing but pity for them. Soon, they will join us, and we will all be together.

		

		August 16, 1891

		This is the last I shall write. Rose and I have spent the day together as lovers, and my sex has developed into something fully formed and capable of pleasure I would not have imagined. My cries must have carried across the island, and I have given as well as received. Rose's legs are barely free of the scales which cover them, and we have spent most of our time in the water, where she says she is most comfortable. When I tell her how beautiful she is, she tells me I am, too, and then she cups my weightier breasts and kisses me. I wonder how our love will be satisfied when we are beneath the waters, but Rose assures me that the pleasures we have entertained thus far are pale imitations of what our mermaid benefactor will provide.

		I hear Barlow and Sands in the distance, somewhere trudging through the jungle on their awkward legs, their bodies rough and unrefined. I pity them, in a way, but I know I'll be calling to them soon, calling to them to join us and find peace among our sisters.

		Rose has gone ahead of me, and I saw her tail form even as she leapt from the sand to the sea, diving into the depths and then reappearing, her gorgeous countenance waving to me with her hair pale blue hair fanning around her on the bobbing surface of the water.

		I go now to them, and I see our mermaid queen waiting by the rocks, her silver hair glimmering under the moonlight. I feel the song filling my heart, and I will sing it aloud soon. We will call to the others, and they will come. Good-bye to land and clumsy legs, good-bye to sand and stone. My new home awaits, and I go with there with joy in my soul.

		

		August 18, 1891

		I am the last remaining crewman of the Tara Dane, that cursed ship that led us to this island. My name is Barlow, and I have seen the only other survivor, the stalwart mate Sands, slip into the ocean at the call of the creatures that slink beneath the surface. The rest, as you have read, have been claimed by the wretched monster that even now sings to me. I will go to her soon, as I have no choice. My will is not my own, nor is my body, as it reshapes itself to fit the mold of the others. If you read these words, you, too are doomed to become one of them. May God have mercy on your soul, if His gaze can find you here. If not, I will be awaiting you in the water...
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		Lily of the Field
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		Lily felt the hand in her hair, twisting it and pulling her head harshly up, waking her and sending her body into spasming panic. She grabbed the arm that held her, raising to relieve the tug at her scalp, and found herself brought to her feet by the firm hand. She twisted around to find herself facing Elena, a harsh look in her eyes.

		As soon as she opened her mouth to speak, to plead, to beg, Elena's hand, hidden behind her back, whipped to her mouth and forced a rubber ball into it, spinning her roughly and tugging at two straps extending from either side of the ball. With a practiced ease, the straps were buckled, securing the gag in place.

		Another shove and Lily faced Elena once more, Lily's eyes wide and terrified. Elena smiled faintly, the slightest upturn at the corners of her mouth.

		"Good morning, my lovely. You have been a very bad girl, Lily. Look at this stall. You've gotten your food everywhere."

		Lily tried to speak through the gag and was met by the snap of Elena's hand, smacking her harshly across the cheek and silencing her. Elena looked almost apologetic as she grabbed Lily's hair and tugged her head back again, exposing her neck.

		"The first rule. You do not speak unless I ask you to. Do you understand?"

		Lily nodded, the pull of Elena's grip tangled in her hair making the motion terse and pained.

		"Good. The second rule is this. You are no longer who you once were. You are my property now. Do you understand this?"

		Lily did not speak, but she did not motion do indicate agreement or dissent, either. Elena gave her another quick tug at her hair, pulling a clump free of the roots.

		"I asked you if you understand me, girl?"

		Tears squeezing from the corners of her eyes, Lily nodded shallowly.

		"Good. I am not a cruel woman by nature, and I hope you will not force me to be. But I also know what is best for you. You are a marvelous creature, Lily, and I would hate to see such a fine specimen go unused and unappreciated."

		Elena felt the grip in her hair relax, and looked past Elena to the door, still open a sliver. Through the leaning crack in the door, Lily could see the dirt floor beyond and open stalls. It appeared as if she was in a barn of some sort, and the sounds of shuffling feet beyond suggested livestock of some sort.

		"You can try to run," Elena smiled, a cold and humorless expression, "but you won't get far. I have employed measures to ensure my property remains safe."

		Lily looked away from the door to Elena, her red hair soft and fragrant. She was a stunning woman, even if she was mad.

		Another look to the door and Lily knew she had to try, had to attempt an escape. Mustering her courage and depleted strength, Lily wrested free of Elena's hand, leaving a swath of stringy hair behind as she pushed past her, banging into the door with her shoulder and throwing it wide.

		She ran past the stalls, catching glimpses of movement behind the stall doors, but she couldn't focus on details as her head whipped around, looking for an exit. The barn was tall and wide, dimly lit in the deep interior save for lights over stalls and long pairs of fluorescents hanging from the high ceiling. She could see wide double doors across from her and made for it, her steps tumbling and off-balance as the panic pushed her to run with abandon.

		She slammed into the double doors and pushed hard, felt them give some, but then bounced back against her. She turned away from them, ready to run the length of the barn to the other end, hoping the doors were open there, if they existed at all. She couldn't tell across the dim length of the place.

		She felt a sharp sting in her side and looked to her left where Elena stood, holding what appeared to be a gun, leveled at Lily. When Lily looked down, she saw a needle extending from her abdomen, synthetic yellow fur at the end. She pulled it out and held it before her, marveling at the fact she'd been tranquilized like a wild animal, and then the world shifted and grew dark.

		As she fell onto the dirt-strewn floor of the barn, Lily heard Elena somewhere near, saying to someone else, "Did you see how she ran?" The question, she thought before darkness consumed her, was filled with admiration.

		

		

		

		Fertile Fields
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		"Come on," Ellen said, winding around the corner of the barn. She paused when she realized Riley was no longer beside her. "What's wrong?"

		Riley's eyes were saucer-wide and terrified.

		"I know whatever's inside, we shouldn't see it. We should go, report it to someone. It can't be up to us to do this."

		"All we're going to do is peek inside, get some pictures, and then we can go to someone. All we know right now is that there's a barn out here, and you saw somebody taken inside. Do you have any proof of that?"

		Riley shook her head.

		"Then it is up to us. Just to get some kind of evidence that something is happening in this town. Okay?"

		After a hesitation, Riley nodded, steeling herself.

		The double-doors that led inside were closed, wide enough to fill half the face of the barn and twice as tall as Ellen. Steel handles were screwed into the doors, and Ellen expected to see a chain and padlock sealing them together, but there appeared to be no security at all. Ellen gave one handle a tug and the door eased open a two inches, gliding smoothly along runners at the top and bottom. She heard Riley gasp behind her as the slit appeared, and Ellen pressed her face against it, peering into the dark expanse.

		"What do you see?" Riley asked quietly behind her, but Ellen was silent.

		She could see little, a swath of ground and the stirring of movement beyond. The ground was, as one would expect, littered with golden straws of hay, motes of dust drifting through shafts of light that came from windows high up on the barn's walls. Ellen squinted to see more, and there was the sound of motion, of footsteps, but too far away to discern clearly.

		"We need to go in," Ellen said matter-of-factly and, before Riley could raise a sound of protest, Ellen pushed the door open more and slipped inside.

		The air was warm, but not hot, filled with an earthy and musky aroma that was pleasant and strangely soothing. The high roof was fifty feet above her head, meeting in a peak in the center. Along the side were stalls as one would expect in a barn, with stall doors that were shoulder-high to Ellen. Support beams stretched down the length of the barn, bales of high piled in the center, hiding the rear of the barn behind them.

		She could hear the sounds of movement, as well as an odd mechanical sound, machinery working somewhere behind stall walls or behind the hay, rhythmic and hollow-sounding, like the expression of a pneumatic door. She heard shuffling behind her, and Ellen found Riley creeping into the barn through the narrow opening behind her.

		"You see anything?" she asked in a low voice.

		Ellen shook her head and started for the left side of the barn to the nearest wall, broken by the stall doors. Riley followed close until they were pressed against the wooden wall, the texture smooth, and Ellen wondered if it were that well-sanded or simply a faux wooden facade to hide cement or steel.

		They crept along the wall until they reached the stall door closest to them, the sliding door red with criss-crossing white stripes to match the front and rear of the barn's exterior. It was quaint in its fulfillment of expectations of just how a barn should appear. A padlock secured the door in place, the steel shackle thick and heavy. Ellen leaned over the top of the stall door and peered inside, unable to contain the alarmed gasp that escaped her.

		Inside, a dark-haired girl rested on the dirt floor, likewise littered with hay. She was nude, her legs curled to her stomach to hide her sex, her arms folded under distractingly large breasts. She breathed deeply, her eyes closed, sleeping soundly with a gentle smile on her face. She was not fat, but there was a soft bulge at the folds of her belly, and her thighs and hips were wide, matching the proportions of her chest.

		"What is it?" Riley asked, gripping the top of the door and pulling herself to tip-toes to see inside. "Oh my god," she whispered.

		Ellen drew a breath, reminding herself that she was a journalist and was here to get proof of something she suspected in the first place. A nude woman kept in a locked stall certainly fit the bill of illegal behavior. She removed the smart phone from her pocket and angled it over the door to frame the girl on the floor. When she took the picture, the digital CLICK! sounded, loud in the expanse of the barn's interior.

		"Hello?" a voice called from the shadowy rear of the barn.

		Riley and Ellen both turned at once to the sound, creeping backwards away from the stall and pressing into the corner. Ellen extended her arms in a gesture of protection, the phone still in hand. They watched as a woman - girl really, in her early twenties if Ellen had to guess - stepped into the shaft of light created by the barn's high windows and the late afternoon sun shining through them. The light caught her long blonde hair, tied in pigtails on either side of her head. In one hand, she carried a bucket, obviously heavy by the way she favored that side as she walked, in the other a plastic tube, coiled in her palm. She wore cowboy boots that came up to her mid-calf and a light summer dress that billowed and swayed with her round hips. The most noticeable quality she possessed was an enormous chest that threatened to burst the top of the dress, the buttons straining to contain her large assets.

		"What are you two doing out of the stalls?" she asked when she spotted Ellen and Riley, her wide smile frozen on her face even as her brow lowered in something akin to concern. "Come on, now." Her voice was sing-song, with a distinct twang to it, and the lack of menace in her tone made it somehow more frightening.

		"Run," Ellen called over her shoulder to Riley, whose hands were gripped to Ellen's shoulders.

		"I can't," she whimpered. "Reagan might be here."

		"We'll get help, I promise. Come on!"
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		Noelle awoke and sat upright, head whipping around the strange room. It was an apartment, by the looks of it, with a door, the security chain drawn, to her left past a small kitchenette. She was on a soft blue sofa, a quilt with strange lettering on the patches covering her, another small chair, generally used for decks and patios, to her right. Immediately before her, a small LCD television was flashing a "No Signal" message, floating around the screen.

		She heard rustling from the hallway behind her and looked over the back of the couch. There were two doors on either side of the short hall and one at the end. All were closed, but she heard water running from, it seemed, the door on the right. As she turned, she felt the quilt slide off her legs and nearly gasped as she saw the thigh-high nylons and garters she wore, the tops not covered by the black mini that had bunched up around her waist as she slept. Most shocking of all was the lack of proper underwear and the smooth, shaved mound that greeted her instead of the thatch of pubic hair that she expected.

		She looked up again as the water turned off in what she presumed to be the bathroom and the door opened. Yuki Nakano's mouth formed an O of surprise as she saw Noelle staring at her over the back of the couch.

		"You're awake!" she exclaimed, drying her hair with a towel. She wore a light blue terrycloth robe that fell to her mid-calf, and she self-consciously tightened it.

		"Yuki? What am I doing here?"

		Yuki sighed and moved to the couch, sitting beside Noelle but, at the same time, angling her body away from Noelle's still half-covered form.

		"The first time was the worst for me, too. Except there was no one I could talk to."

		Noelle tilted her head, confused, as she tried to recall what had happened after meeting Professor Cross. She knew that something had happened in Cross's office, and her cheeks burned red at half-remembered touches and... something else.

		"What happened to me? Why am I dressed like this? Did Professor Cross-?"

		Yuki's eyes lifted to Noelle's, and Noelle could see the sadness behind them. Yuki's lips trembled as she spoke, slow and tentative. ""Professor Cross has done something to me. To us. And the only way I can explain it is to tell you what happened to me. What's still happening to me. Maybe it will help you remember, or maybe I just want someone to hear it all before I can't remember myself anymore."

		"What are you talking about?" Noelle said, reaching to take Yuki's hand. Yuki jerked her hand back as if afraid of being burned by the touch.

		"Please, no!" Yuki called out, nearly crawling over the arm of the sofa to escape the threat of contact.

		"I'm sorry," Noelle said, tucking her hands under the quilt and in her lap, blushing deeper at her exposed flesh where her panties usually covered her.

		"No, it's me," Yuki said, settling back onto the sofa and calming. "If you touch me, she could come out again. And she's been staying longer and longer each time. I'm starting to lose whole days. Fortunately, when I wake up, I'm still me.""

		"What did Cross do?"

		

		<<<<>>>>
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