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Part I

For as long as I can remember, I’ve always had an attraction to the ocean. My father told me it started when I fell in love with film The Little Mermaid, but I knew my longing for the sea predated that. The sound of the waves crashing against the shore was my first lullaby, and seeing the sea outside my window was often my first sight upon waking. Whenever I could, I’d play in the sand, building castles that the sea would eventually reclaim. 

Ever since I was old enough to stand, I was warned by grown-ups never to actually enter the water itself. It wasn’t meant to be a swimming beach, they said. Nobody ever swam here, they insisted. The waters were too choppy, the waves were too fast and powerful, and besides, I wasn’t even a particularly strong swimmer. 

We had a pool in our backyard, and I was told to swim there, with supervision of course. But the lukewarm, placid waters of the pool served as a poor substitute for the allure of the dangerous, enticing ocean.

When I was eleven years old, I learned that some people did, in fact, swim in the ocean. Late one night, when I was supposed to be sleeping but couldn’t, I gazed out the window and saw two women, illuminated by the light of the full moon, running towards the water. My eyes followed them until they blurred together with the sea and I could see them no longer. 

At first, I assumed that the two women had drowned. The next morning I asked for my dad’s newspaper without offering an explanation, and turning to the obituaries. No drowning deaths. I repeated this ritual every day for weeks, until finally my father asked me what I was looking for.

“I saw women swimming in the ocean, so I was wondering if they’ve...you know.”

“No, what?” he asked, and I squirmed under his gaze. It felt terrifying even to voice it out loud.

“Found their bodies,” I finally said. “Everyone who swims there drowns, right?”

“Well...no,” my father conceded. “Not everyone. But it's still very dangerous,” he said. “I don’t want you going near the water, especially by yourself. Understand?”

“Yes,” I said, though I didn’t. Until that moment, I thought the ocean was a giant, beautiful death trap, luring swimmers to their doom like a siren’s song. If that wasn’t the truth, then what was? I was homeschooled, so I didn’t know too many other kids, other than my neighbors, Sean and Rachel. Neither of them had braved the ocean, and neither had my older brother, Franklin.

The next full moon after that, I snuck out of my window and walked to the beach, hoping to catch the night swimmers and ask them about it, if they were still alive. But I didn’t see them. Still, that wasn’t enough to break my spirit. I made trekking to the beach my full moon ritual. 

I managed to go 13 moons before I was caught. My Dad opened the door as I was in the process of climbing out the window. I could tell from his face that I was in for it, bad.

“Where were you going?” he asked.

“The ocean,” I blurted out. Why, oh why couldn’t I manage to lie to him?

“What did I tell you before?” my Dad asked. “Do you have any idea how much I worry about you? Why are you doing this? ”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I just want to go in the water.”

“You have water here,” he said, gesturing to the pool. 

“It’s not the same,” I protested.

“If you’ve never been in the ocean, how do you know it’s not the same?” he countered.

“I don’t know!” I repeated as I stomped my foot. “I just know that the ocean is...magical,” I said, somewhat pathetically. Magical? What did that even mean?

“MJ, you’re grounded,” he said. “No more visiting the beach for a month. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” I said. 

“I’ll be placing a camera outside the window. If you try to run out again, I’ll know,” he said. Cameras were everyone in this house, so I knew that wasn’t an idle threat.

For the next few days, I did nothing but stare longingly out the window at the ocean. So close, yet so far. Each breaking wave seemed to call out my name as it pummelled the sand.

My spirits lifted a little when my grandmother visited. The first minute I had her alone, I had to ask her.

“Gram, has anyone ever stepped foot in the ocean? Is it dangerous?”

She looked at me quizzically for a moment, as if she was debating how to answer. “You shouldn’t go in just yet,” she said at last. “Wait until you’re older.”

My heart fell a little. It wasn’t as harsh as my father’s answer, but it still wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

~

A few days later came a terrible storm, and I buried my head under the covers as the thunder roared. Only the faint glow of my night light kept me from going crazy - until it was extinguished.

The power was out, I realized. Which meant the cameras didn’t work, either. 

Now was my chance.

The fear was nearly paralyzing, but I knew I couldn’t miss out on this opportunity. Sure, it was unlikely that anyone else would be swimming on a night like this, but if they were, it would prove once and for all that the ocean really could be safe.

I pulled on my raincoat, grabbed a flashlight, and crept out the window. It wasn’t too far to the beach, but the dark sky prevented me from seeing more than a few feet in front of me. 

The ocean roared nearly as loud as the storm. I stared into the abyss, but I saw nothing. The rain was cold and the winds were fierce, and reluctantly I realized I’d have to turn back. 

Just as I was about to go, lightning lit up the sky, and I was able to see further out into the sea. Perched on a large rock, I saw the silhouette of a person.

At first I doubted what my eyes had seen. Maybe the image had been imagined, a product of been wishful thinking on my part. But then lightning struck again, and I saw her more clearly. It was a person - a girl, about my age, half submerged and appearing to look right at me before diving back into the water.

I felt a yearning to follow her, a feeling more powerful than I’d ever felt in my life. All my years of pent up desire to swim in the sea could be contained no longer, and before I realized what I was doing, I was pulling off my raincoat, kicking off my boots, and running headlong into the waves.

The first thing that struck me was how terribly cold the water was. Far colder than even the storm, the water burned me with its intense frigidity. The first wave that broke over me forced my head under water, and the saltwater burned my eyes. When my head bobbed to the surface, I gasped for air and flailed my arms helplessly.

What had I done? The reality of the situation crashed over me like the freezing water. I’d violated the warning of the adults, and I’d paid the price. Or rather, I soon would if I could get back to shore. But each time I moved up for air, the sand seemed further away. I was caught in a riptide, and I was being dragged out to sea.

I quickly realized my only hope was to grab ahold of the rock that the mysterious girl had perched on earlier. If I could hoist myself upon on that, I might had a chance to survive. I propelled myself towards it, and my wet, shrively fingers grasped the porous stone tightly. 

A sigh of relief escaped my waterlogged lungs, I pulled myself up. For a few minutes, I patiently waited, hoping another swimmer would see me or I’d see my parents waving at me from the beach. 

Nothing. Worse still, I could tell the water was rising. First it nibbled at my toes, then it lapped at my ankles. Any further and the currents would erode my ability to stand. I was as good as dead. 

Just as I was about to lose my footing, I felt a powerful pair of hands grab me from behind, and then pull me under. I took one last gasp of air, and then everything went cold and black.

~

When I opened my eyes, the world seemed brighter and warmer. My lungs no longer burned to breathe. The saltwater didn’t irritate my eyes, and the chill of the cold had faded. In fact, the water felt warm, like a bathtub.

Was this what dying was like? Perhaps I was trapped in a coma experiencing a dream, like that little girl I’d seen on TV the night before. Or, worse, what if I was I already dead? Was this what Heaven was like? If Heaven was personalized to each entrant, it was only fitting that my Heaven was under the sea.

I could see what looked like the ocean floor, and it was beautiful enough to be considered heavenly: gorgeous coral reefs as far as they eye could see, spongiform sea fauna, and sand that seemed to sparkle. 

I tried to stand up, but my legs weren’t responding, as though the entire lower half of my body was asleep. I craned my neck around and gasped - well, as much as I could gasp under water, anyway. My legs had vanished, replaced by a green tail and flipper. Was I a mermaid? Weren’t they just, you know...make believe? 

How many times had I pretended to be a mermaid in the bath or in the pool, I wondered. How many times had I playfully wished for such a scenario to come to pass? And yet, now, living it in the flesh, it was infinitely more exciting and terrifying than I ever could have imagined. 

I heard hushed whispers coming from somewhere, and I awkwardly propelled myself forward to find the source of the voices. I saw a little circle of women with fish tails, other mermaids, I suppose. Their chatter ceased as I approached. 

“Hello, little one. Are you lost?” 

“I...ugh…” I stuttered. All of the women were looking right at me. They were all so beautiful, so perfect, like a collection of slender, regal storybook princesses. Their faces seemed carved out of marble and somehow it looked as though they were wearing expertly applied makeup, even though we were underwater. None of them had any clothing, instead they had brassieres made of clamshells, starfish, or kelp. My pants were gone, but I was still wearing my T shirt.

What could I say? Of course I was lost. I didn’t know where I was, and before a few moments ago, I wasn’t even sure if I was still alive. Given my new tail, I wasn’t even sure who or what I was anymore. I couldn’t even be sure that I wasn’t dreaming all this.

“It was probably Seraph that brought her here, you know her obsession with the humans,” said one of the other mermaids. All the heads nodded in agreement. Who was Seraph, I wondered - and where was she?

“We’re sorry, little one, but you shouldn’t be here. I don’t think you’re quite old enough quite yet.” 

“I’m not...old enough?” I asked. Of all the possible objections I could have faced, why this one? “If I’m not welcome, where should I go?”

“That’s a good question. Where should she go?”

“Back to where she came from, I suppose…”

“Hello!” I said, flapping my tail petulantly. “I don’t know where I am! I don’t know how to get back. I just woke up here and...and…” tears welled in my eyes, which felt strange because I was already underwater. I gulped, bit my lip, and tried to finish my sentence, but I couldn’t. I felt ashamed, but I started sobbing.

“The poor dear. Seraph should take her back…”

“Where did Seraph go?”

“Why’d she leave her here with us?” 

“Seraph is such a silly one, to leave one of them here, all alone…” At this, some of the mermaids began to laugh.

I’d had just about enough of this. At first I was just grateful to be alive, but now I was furious. I didn’t like to be talked about in the third person like that. And I hated being told I wasn’t old enough to do what I wanted to do. I kicked off from the ocean floor and propelled myself away from the group. They didn’t give chase. I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I didn’t care.

I quickly came across what appeared to be a shipwreck of some kind. The hull had a huge hole in it, and I swam for it. Seeing a man made object, even in ruins, was comforting and I wanted to be near it. As soon as I swam through the hole, though, I noticed another hole going further down, into the ocean floor. 

“Who...are...you?” came a deep, raspy voice from the hole.

“I’m MJ,” I said. “Who are you?”

“Come closer,” said the voice. “You don’t know how long it’s been...since I’ve had a...friend.”

I tentatively stuck my head closer to the hole. 

Without warning, something grabbed me. Slimy, and strong, tentacles with little suction cups grasped my arms and pulled me down into the gaping hole below.

“Let me go!” I screamed.

“Never,” said the voice which now sounded much louder. “Don’t leave me!” The tentacles gripped me tightly even though I thrashed with all my might against them. I could feel them pulling my hair, sliding over my mouth, and slithering around my arms like snakes. They made their way up to my shoulders, and then, inside my T-shirt...I swallowed hard, fear welling up in my chest as I knew something terrible and exciting was about to happen.

There was a burst of white light, and for a split second I thought I could see a form at the bottom of the hole. Then, I was free from the grip of the tentacles, and I was rising to the surface again. I was still being pulled, but now it felt as though it was by a pair of arms.

“Didn't they warn you not to go near the shipwreck? I shouldn’t have let you alone, not even for an instant. I’m such an idiot…”

“You’re Seraph, aren’t you?” I asked, turning around to look at her. She was a mermaid, but she was also a girl, probably a couple of years older than I was. She carried herself far more gracefully than the other mermaids, and her eyes seemed warmer and more lovely than any of them.

“Yes, I’m Seraph,” she said, her red hair fluttering beautifully in the water as we rose higher and higher together.

“Why did you take me here?”

“You were going to drown, I didn’t know what else to do with you,” she said with a shrug, as we hovered just under the surface of the water. “It was drag you down here and change you, or let you die.”

“You were the girl on the rock…” I said, as the memory of the lightning flash danced before my eyes.

“Yes,” she replied, though now she was avoiding my gaze.

“I only entered the water to find you,” I said. “I thought you were a human swimming the water, that’s what I was looking for.”

“I only came to the rock in case there were humans in need of help...but if what you said is true, you wouldn’t have needed my help had I not shown my face.”

“All the same, thanks. You know...for saving my life,” I said. “What happens now?”

“I don’t know. I hadn’t planned it out or anything,” Seraph said with a nervous laugh that sounded like music. “Don’t get the wrong impression about this place just because the council members you met weren’t so helpful, or because of your encounter with that thing at the bottom of the sea. It’s actually really nice here. You could almost call it magical, in fact.”

“Well, how could it not be?” I said, laughing right back.

“I’d be happy to show you around, give you a proper tour and everything,” she said. “This place is my home now, after all.”

“I’d like that,” I said, reaching out to hold her hand.

A dark shape passed overhead, what looked like a boat. As it moved further, I could see a man standing over the deck. It was my father, and he looked upset.

“That’s my Dad,” I said as I pointed upwards.

“Oh,” Seraph said, looking a little disappointed. “He’s probably looking for you.”

“Yeah,” I said. I wasn’t sure what to do. I was sure my father was worried sick about me, but exploring the ocean with Seraph was a once in a lifetime opportunity. “Can I tell him I’m OK really quick, and then come right back?”

“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Seraph said. 

“Oh...well…” I said, hesitating.

Seraph swam closer to me, looking into my eyes. “I’ll never forget you,” she said, and then pressed her lips against mine.

I melted into the kiss, my eyes blissfully closed. My heart fluttered like a butterfly, and I’d never felt so warm. As our lips parted, the heat quickly left me. In fact, I felt freezing.

Seraph started to swim away. I tried to call out to her, but I choked on the water, My lungs were burning, and the more I tried to breathe, the worse it got.

I swam up to the surface and gasped for air. Finally, I could breathe again.

“MJ, MJ is that you?” my Dad said, as he looked down at me from his boat, a yacht he called The Beagle. “Thank God, you’re alright.”

Part II : Six Years Later

I leaned out the window of my dorm room and waved goodbye to parents as their car drove into the distance. This was a big deal for me, as I’d never spent a night apart from them - well, aside from that night.

I’d never told them about what had happened. How could I reveal my journey? They wouldn’t understand. They’d think I was crazy, a little kid trying to romanticize nearly drowning in the ocean, or worse, attempting to justify my stupid decision to run headlong into a dangerous sea in the middle of a storm and a riptide. They wouldn’t - they couldn’t - believe what actually happened.

Truth be told, these days I sometimes doubted it myself. The memories had grown fuzzy and unclear, the faces had blurred. Only in my dreams would I have access to clear but fleeting glimpses of what I’d seen. 

My reminiscing was interrupted by a sharp, clicking sound. The door opened, and I turned and saw a redheaded young woman enter the dorm.

“MJ,” she said as she flashed a smile. She looked so pretty and otherworldly, and somehow, also very familiar.

“Yeah, it is. How do you know my name?” I replied, a little too quickly.

“Uh...it’s on the dorm assignment, I’m your roommate...Alexis. It’s my second year. You’re a freshman, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Need help unpacking?”

“Nah, I packed light,” she said, throwing her small suitcase near the side of the bed near the opposite wall. “So, tell me about yourself. What’s your major?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe psychology,” I said. In my quest to understand what had happened to me, I’d read about near-death experiences and how hallucinations were quite common. I had no reason to believe that what I felt was anything other than that. 

I had been going through a phase of being obsessed with the ocean and mermaids. My experiences fit the pattern, which meant there  was a neat and tidy scientific explanation which made sense of everything.

“Maybe psychology?” Alexis asked. “That doesn’t sound too enthusiastic. I’m betting you’ve got something a little less practical on your mind…”

“Well, maybe art history or comparative literature,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to be a creative person.” If I was able to write or paint, then perhaps someday I’d be able to tell my story through art and not be told I was crazy. “What about you?”

“Marine biology,” said Alexis. “I just find the ocean fascinating. Don’t you?”

~

My first few classes featured fast talking professors who seemed to go right over my head. I asked the two boys sitting on either sides of me if they understood, but they were just as lost as I was. Speaking of lost, I couldn’t even find my way from the lecture hall to the cafeteria without calling Alexis and asking for help with directions.

I was pleasantly surprised to find her waiting at the front of the line for me when I arrived. “I didn’t know you had lunch a lunch break now, too.”

“Actually, I just ate,” replied Alexis. “But I couldn’t let you sit by yourself on your first day.”

Now, I felt guilty for inconveniencing her, although that certainly wasn’t the worst of it. Did I seem like such a pathetic sad sack in her eyes that I needed a chaperone?

“That’s OK, really,” I said, “Go on and do whatever it is you had planned. I’m fine.”

“Really?” Alexis asked as her face fell. “Alright, enjoy your lunch,” she said, and she put down her tray and ran down the hall. 

Great, I thought. Now I was hurt her feelings, too. She just wanted to enjoy a lunch with me and I brushed her off. Could I do anything right?

I loaded up my tray with a giant salad, and then cast my eyes around for a table with a lone person, but I there was none to be found. Everyone seemed to have sorted themselves in tight knit little cliques. Why had I been so stupid and brushed off Alexis?

Before sitting down, I went back to the end of the salad bar and grabbed a few garlic breadsticks. What the hell, I thought. If I wasn’t going to be talking to anyone today, I might as well just indulge.

I plopped myself down at one of the empty tables at the far end of the dining hall, and slowly munched on my salad. I was reaching for one of my breadsticks when I heard someone speak to me.

“Is this seat taken?” asked a buxom, plump girl with dark lipstick and long raven hair.

“Uh, no,” I said, quickly putting my breadstick down. 

“I was starting to think I was the only friendless freshman here,” she said. “I’m Uma, by the way.”

“MJ,” I said as I stared at her. Just like Alexis, Uma seemed to have that combination of strange beauty and familiarity to her.

“I was pretty lonely when I grew up, too,” Uma said, in between bites of sushi. “I felt like nobody really understood me. Do you know what that’s like?”

“Yeah, I do!” I said. Based on the girl’s gothic appearance, I felt pretty confident that the two of us were likely misunderstood in very different ways, but still, kindred spirits and all that.

“You gonna eat your garlic breadsticks?” she asked, and then grabbed one off of my plate, without waiting for a response.

“Uh…I wasn’t, but now, maybe,” I said.

“Mmph…these things are great. Why put them on your plate, if you weren’t gonna eat ‘em?” Uma asked.

“Well, um…” I paused. “I thought I’d be sitting by myself, so I didn’t think it would matter if I’d get bad breath, but then you sat down, so I thought I better not. But now that you’re eating one too, you probably won’t notice, so…” I said nervously, fidgeting with my hands as I spoke.

Uma paused for a moment, and then let out a deep, throaty laugh. Her pasty torso visibly jiggled through her dark lace top as she did so. “You care too much about what other people think,” she said. “Eat a breadstick, take a walk on the wild side.”

Now I felt too embarrassed to try one, so I just sat there, frozen. Uma grabbed another breadstick, and at first I thought she planned on gobbling up the rest of them herself. Instead, she raised it to my lips. I took a bite as she and I made eye contact. It tasted even better than it looked.

“You’re so cute,” she said as she cocked her head slightly. What did she mean by that, I wondered?

“You’re cute, too” I replied, almost automatically. It certainly was true, but it wasn’t something I was used to saying to another girl. Still, as with the breadsticks, Uma’s courage nudged me to follow in her example.

“Let’s eat lunch together tomorrow,” she suggested. “We can make it our regular thing.”

“Yeah, sounds good,” I said. Uma got up and wrapped her arms around me, which was somewhat unexpected, but it felt warm, familiar, and comforting.

“Thanks for making my day,” she said as she let me go. 

~

When I arrived back at my dorm, I immediately rushed towards Alexis and gave her a huge hug. Uma’s spontaneous embrace had inspired me to give those a try more often. “Aww, what’s that for?” she asked. “I thought you didn’t want to hang out with me…”

“That’s why you’ve got to get a hug.” I said, squeezing her harder. “I’m sorry I brushed you off. I just didn’t want you to think I was some loser who had no friends…”

“Well, it’s your first day here, and I didn’t hear you mention any of your high school friends going to this school. So, of course you’re not going to have many friends,” replied Alexis, as I finally let her go and flopped down next to her on her bed. “Eating lunch with yourself is nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Actually, I didn’t have to eat lunch alone. I met someone, right there in the cafeteria,” I said. 

“Really?” Alexis said. “What’s he like?”

“Actually it was a girl. She was very candid, down to earth. Said I should take a walk on the wildside with a breadstick,” I said. “Oops...that came out wrong.” Both of us shared a laugh.

“How was the rest of your day?” Alexis asked.

“Ugh, terrible,” I replied. “I couldn’t understand these lectures for the life of me.”

“Oh? Maybe I can help.”

“Aww, that’s sweet, but I don’t want to be a burden…” I demurred.

“No more of that today, MJ. Which class was the toughest?”

“Statistics.”

“Let me see…” she said as she pored over my textbook. “Ah, so you’re learning about statistical significance probability values.”

“I don’t know what half of those words mean,” I confessed. 

“Ok, let’s try a more real world example,” she said, placing the book on her desk as I pulled up a seat next to her. “Let’s say your assumption, say, that a certain trait, say, homosexuality, occurs in roughly 5% of the population. You run a survey, and you get an occurrence of 8%. How confident can we be that the results should make us question our assumptions, rather than falling inside the margin of error? Depending the sample size, we can find our confidence level…” she said, flipping to the back of the book to show me a huge table of digits.

It didn’t take long for me to stop listening, partly because I still found the subject to be both boring and intellectually inaccessible, despite Alexis’s efforts to make it seem more interesting. But what really was sapping my attention was the fact that a lock of Alexis’s wavy hair had scraped against my hand as she turned the page.

I had no idea why it affected me so much. After all, I’d just hugged her earlier - so what was the big deal about a little human contact? But somehow this accidental, innocent touch made my skin burn. She leaned a little closer, and I caught just a faint whiff of her perfume. It was heavenly, like a spring meadow.

“So? What do you think? Does that make sense to you?” Alexis asked, her eyes turning towards me. As we made eye contact, it was all I could do not to swoon.

“Uh...yeah, sure does,” I said, not wanting her to feel her efforts were in vain.

“You don’t need to pretend, MJ. Still not sinking in?” she asked. How could she read me so well?

“Yeah…” I replied sheepishly.

“Well, don’t you worry. I’ll tutor you every night, if you’d like, until you can get it right,” she said in her sunshine-filled voice, before flashing me a twinkling smile.

“Sure, thanks,” I said. Damn, she was making me weak in the knees. “I’m a bit tired now, mind if we turn out the lights and go to sleep?” I wasn’t sure how long I could keep her from noticing how I felt. We were roommates; I couldn’t risk letting things get weird between us.

“Sure,” she said. “Night-night.”

Three Weeks Later

Despite Alexis’s tutelage, statistics was as incomprehensible as ever. When she was near, all I could think about was her beautiful hair and how I hoped it would accidentally brush against me again. When I was in lecture, all I could think about was how much I missed Alexis. How was math supposed to compete with that?

Finally, I reached a breaking point. I had to tell someone about what I was going though, and fortunately, I knew just the person. 

“Thank God you’re here,” I said to Uma as we grabbed our lunch trays. “I’ve got a real dilemma for you.”

“Ooh! I love helping people with dilemmas,” Uma shouted. “Let me have it!”

“Not...right now,” I said, glancing nervously at the other students around me. “It’s...ya know…”

“It’s private?” Uma asked, a little too loudly for my liking.

“Yeah,” I murmured as softly as I could, as though my quiet voice might somehow compensate for her booming one.

“Sure thing,” she said, and we gathered out food in silence. Once we sat down at a table by ourselves, though, I wasn’t quite sure how to bring it up.

“Well, you see…” I began. “I have feelings for someone. Someone I met just recently. And I’m not quite sure how, or even if, I should tell them.”

“Well, MJ, I’m flattered you find me so attractive,” said Uma, as she grinned from ear to ear. 

“No, it’s not you,” I said. “Although, you are really pretty,” I added. 

“Oh, go on,” she teased, before laughing a little. “Alright, enough of that. Who is she?”

“How do you know it's a girl?” I asked defensively.

“Oh, come on, babydoll, it’s obvious. You’ve got it, and you’ve got it bad,” Uma declared. I couldn’t disagree with her. Ever since my experience under the ocean, I’d always known I’d liked girls that way. But until now, nobody else was aware of my secret.

“So, what do I do?” I whined. “She’s my roommate.” 

“So, you’ve got a crush on Alexis, huh?” Uma asked. Funny - did I ever tell Uma her name? “Honesty is always the best policy. You’ve got to just lay it on the line with her. You can’t just keep your feelings to yourself.”

“I can’t?” I asked with horror. This certainly wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. 

“Nope. Worst case scenario of you telling her: she rejects you, and you move on. Worst case scenario if you don’t tell her: you spend a whole year pining for her, nothing ever comes of it, and you’ll be plagued with regret for the rest of your life for what might have been,” said Uma. 

“Damn,” I said. “I never thought about it like that.” 

“If you really love someone, you have to let them know,” said Uma. “You speak from the heart.” She paused for a moment, and grabbed my hands. “I love you,” she said, looking into my eyes. “I know you are my one.”

“Wow,” I said, “that’s great! I think I can totally say that to Alexis. Thanks!”

“Yeah, sure, you can,” Uma said, after a moment of hesitation. “I’ve got class, but, tell me how it went, tomorrow!” she said as she rose to her feet. 

~

My heart was pounding as I made my way back towards my dorm room. Uma was right, I should tell her how I felt. What was the point of waiting? 

Alexis was, predictably, hunched over her desk, working on something.

“Alexis,” I said quickly, before I lost my nerve. “I’ve got something I need to talk to you about.”

“Is it statistics?” she asked. “I was working on this chart for you, but I’m not sure if it's organized quite right…”

She was working on something for me? And here I was, just about to break down and tell her I’d been lusting after her all this time. How could I be so selfish? I felt my earlier confidence draining out of me like water down the drain.

“You made a chart for me?” I asked. “Really?”

“Of course,” she said. “You’re my friend.”

“So you’re just so nice...just because?” I asked. “No reason?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. Do I need a reason to be nice?” Alexis asked. “Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?” Alexis asked. “It’s stats, right?”

“Uh...right,” I said, slinking down next to her. “This, uh...looks really good,” I said, after glancing in the direction of the incomprehensible-looking study aid.

“Yeah, right,” said Alexis dismissively. My mouth opened in shock. Alexis was usually so chipper and upbeat. What was wrong? “MJ, you didn’t even look it over, did you?”

“No,” I admitted. 

“Am I a bad tutor? Is that what it is?” Alexis asked. “I’ve been working with you every night for weeks now, and it seems like you’ve made no progress. I know you’re a smart girl, you excel in so many other areas. So I feel like I’m the one with the problem.”

“No, that’s not it at all!” I practically shouted. How much more guilt could I endure? Now my distracting urges were making her feel as though she’d failed me. “I’ve just...had a lot on my mind lately…”

“You do look kind of down. Well, why not talk about it?” she asked, rising from her chair to sit on her bed, and then patting the mattress next to her. I followed her, but I made sure to keep my distance. I didn’t want to freak her out by being too physically close to her if she rejected me.

“It’s hard for me to say this,” I said, gulping a little, balling my hands into little fists, and curling up my toes. “I...I like you.”

“I like you too, silly,” said Alexis, playfully socking me in the arm.

“No, I mean...I really like you,” I said.

“I really like you, too!”

“No, I mean…” I paused, and then I opened the floodgates. “I know we haven’t known each other that long, but I feel like I’ve known you since forever. I just feel so familiar around you, you know? And I feel like I’d be lying to you if I tried to keep it a secret. Especially if I let the deadline for the room transfer expire. You’d probably find out anyway, I’m not too good at keeping secrets…”

“What secret?” Alexis asked. How could she be so dense?

“I’m in love with you!” I shouted, with a little more anger than passion in my voice.

For a moment, Alexis was silent, then she rose to her feet. I was certain she was going to walk out the door and go ask for a room transfer. This might the last time I ever see her, I realized.

Instead, she walked towards me, and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go to the beach,” she said, the chipper tone restored to her voice.

“You...you aren’t mad?” I asked. “Tell me, how do you feel?”

“Let’s go to the beach,” she repeated. I was confused; she was smiling.

~

“You know, this isn’t too far from home” I said, as she drove us to the coast.

“Do you have your driver’s license?” Alexis asked.

“Uh...no,” I said, not sure why she changed the subject.

“Darn, that makes this a little more awkward,” Alexis replied. 

“Why do you need me to take over behind the wheel?”

“No, don’t worry about it,” she said.

~

When we arrived at the beach, it was just after sunset. There was just enough light left on the beach that we could still see the sea clearly.

“So, do you know why we’ve come here?” Alexis asked, as we got out the car. Seeing her hair blowing in the wind against the background of the ocean was breathtaking.

“No,” I replied, hoping I wasn’t disappointing her.

“You said  you weren’t too far from home. Well, this is my home,” she said, pointing behind her.

“Oh, I know what you mean,” I said, “When I was little, I spent all my time at the beach. It was like a second home to me, too.”

“No, not the beach,” she corrected me. “The water.”

“Huh?” 

“MJ, I don’t belong in your world,” she began.

“Alexis…”

“Shh…” she said, placing her finger on my lips. “Don’t speak.” Her touch felt electric on my lips, almost like a kiss. “The ocean where I was born, and it’s where I must return. I missed you so terribly, so I thought I might be able to be your friend. But I see now, that’s impossible. Whatever this is between us, it can never happen here.” 

“Why...why not?” I asked, a tear rolling down my cheek. I was still confused as hell, but it was becoming clear this wasn’t the romantic getaway I was hoping for.

“It was difficult for me to understand your secret, and it seems that I’m having a similarly difficult time explaining my own. Since words don’t seem to be making it clear, let me show you,” she said, walking out onto one of the piers. I followed her, and when she reached the end, she jumped into the water.

“Don’t do that!” I shouted down at her. “These seas are dangerous.”

“You’re one to talk,” she said with a laugh when she surfaced, pulling one elbow up on the pier.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It will soon become apparent what I mean,” Alexis said. I could see her skirt floating in the water, and then, shockingly, her panties. Why was she taking off her clothes? 

She made a motion with her hand for me to come close. I lay down flat on the pier, so that we were face to face. Alexis pulled her other arm up onto the pier, and then wrapped it around the back of my neck. She leaned in close, and as our lips met…

My mind suddenly lurched back six years, my underwater adventure. That kiss had been my first and my last, until now, and yet somehow it felt so familiar. That beautiful red hair, the smile…

“Seraph,” I said, as our lips broke. I didn’t look for a look of recognition or a nod in the affirmative, instead I glanced over her shoulder and saw all the proof I’d ever need: the slapping of the water by a mermaid’s tail.

“So you did remember me,” she said. “When you didn’t recognize me three weeks ago, I thought…”

“I forced myself to forget it, otherwise I’d go crazy. But I could never force it from my mind completely…” My voice choked in my throat as I looked into her eyes. Reasons, explanations, and motives all seemed suddenly pointless. Only one thing mattered now. “Alexis, please, take me with you.”

“That was the one thing I was hoping you wouldn’t say,” she said with a sigh. “Our feelings may be powerful, but they are best left in our memories. I have to go home - alone.”

“Why? Why can’t you take me!?” I demanded.

“I just can’t! This is your world. I’m ruining things by tempting you, by sabotaging your chance to have a normal life among your own kind. I’ve done it twice now, totally selfishly. This was a mistake, bringing you here. It just makes it harder for me to say goodbye.”

“Goodbye?” I repeated.

“Yes,” she said. “Goodbye.”

~

I sat on the edge of the pier for what felt like an eternity. Should I jump in after her? Maybe not - I didn’t know if she was going to be there to save me. Should get a boat - or better yet, a submarine - and scour the ocean for her? Nah, merfolk had to be good at concealing themselves from outsiders, so there’s no reason to suspect I’d find her just because I was looking.

Should I just go home? 

That wasn’t an easy option, since I didn’t drive. Should I call my parents and ask them for a ride all the way back to school? That seemed embarrassing.

Instead, I decided to call the one person who was responsible for getting me into this mess: Uma.

“So, what happened, girl? Tell me everything,” she said, when she arrived.

And I did.

~

“So Alexis dumped you, huh?” Uma asked. 

“She said it was my own good,” I replied.

“That doesn’t sound very believable to me,” Uma said with a snort.

“Wait...uncritically accepted the claim that Alexis was a mermaid, but you think her dumping me for my own good is unbelievable?” 

“Everyone believes in mermaids, right? Or at least, they should,” Uma said with a shrug.

We spent the rest of the ride back in an uncomfortable silence. When we arrived back on campus, Uma asked me a question that I hadn’t considered.

“So, you’ve got no roommate now, I take it?” 

“Uh, yeah, I guess you’re right,” I replied. “I wonder if they’ll just assign someone to me randomly.”

“Well, I know a way we can avoid that,” Uma said, winking at me.

“Uh...are you going to tell me what it is?”

“Yeah, I’ll be your new roommate, dummy,” she said playfully. “That is, if you’ll have me.”

“Of course!” I said.

“Aww, come closer,” she said, and she wrapped her arms around me in a tight hug. “You don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve had a friend...live with me, that is.”

Something about her remark felt strange - as though we’d had this conversation before. But how could that be?

~

In many ways, living with Uma felt more natural than living with Alexis had ever been. There were no secrets, no tension, and no fears. Only when I thought about where Alexis might be did I ever feel down.

A few days later, I was struggling with statistics. I’d normally turn to Alexis for help, which was water poured in the sand as I could never pay attention to anything but her radiant beauty. My system didn’t work right, but it was my routine, and it was hard to know what to do in its place.

“Uma?” I asked. “You wanna help me with this homework?”

“Sure,” she said, and she sauntered over to my side of the room. She was wearing a gorgeous black dress, covered in little spiral patterns. Why was she getting so dressed up just for a night in, I wondered? 

“Statistics, eh? Did you know that 72% of statistics are just made up on the spot?” Uma asked me.

“Wah? Really?” I squealed.

“Nah, silly,” she said, slapping me on the back a little too hard, and nearly causing me to spill my water bottle. “You’re so gullible.”

“I guess I am,” I conceded. “Well, can you help?”

“I guess I could…” she began, and leaned over my desk. Uma’s long, black hair brushed my hand as she did so, and my heart leapt into my throat. Was it because it reminded me of the moment I’d realized I had feelings for Alexis, I wondered, or was I becoming attracted to Uma, too?

I took a deep breath to calm my nerves, and inadvertently inhaled Uma’s scent. Rich and spicy like a chai tea, it nearly burned my nostrils going down. But I couldn’t deny that I loved it.

“No, no, no…” Uma said. “Sorry, but this isn’t going to happen.” Could she read my thoughts? How did she know I was attracted to her? Why wasn’t it going to work between us? My head was spinning. 

“Why...why not?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if I should feel relieved or disappointed.

“Because statistics are boring! My brain hurts!” she said, slamming the textbook shut. So that’s what she meant wouldn’t happen - studying. “Let’s go to a party.”

“A party?” I asked. I’d spend so much time holed up here that I hadn’t gone to any social functions. “But...I haven’t finished my statistics homework...”

“Here’s a statistic: you’re only young once. Let’s enjoy it.” With that, she grabbed my hand, and dragged me out the door.

Part III

“So where are we going?” I asked. “Is it fancy? How does my hair look?”

“We’re going to a party on a boat. And you look just fine, sweetie,” said Uma. 

“Really?” I asked. “A boat? Whose?”

“Actually...it’s mine,” said Uma.

“You have a boat?” I asked, my eyes growing wide. “Wow, how’d you get it?”

“I saved the original owner’s life, he gave it to me as a gift. It’s a long story,” Uma replied. 

“You saved someone’s life?” I asked. “Who?”

I didn’t have to wonder for long. When Uma drove me to the docks, I saw that the boat was The Beagle.

“That yacht belonged to my dad. You saved...my father’s life?” I asked, but Uma offered no reply aside from a sly smile. “You already knew that, didn’t you?” I asked.

“I may have,” Uma replied. What other secrets was she keeping from me? She got out of the car and pulled the passenger door open for me. “After you, my lady,” she cooed.

We made our way to the ship, and when we stepped on board the 2 story yacht, cheers erupted.

“Uma! Uma!” shouted the crowd of women of all ages, as they rushed to greet us. 

“I had no idea you were so popular, Uma…” I said, feeling somewhat dazed. “Where did you find the time to make all these friends?”

“Oh, these ladies, we go way back,” said Uma. “Come on, let’s hit the hot tub,” she said, and they all made their way to the second floor.

“Hot tub?” I asked.

“I made a few additions after I got the ship from your father,” Uma replied.

“But...I don’t have a swim suit!”

“Well, then you’ll fit right in,” said with a wink, and headed up the stairs.

I hesitated, not sure if I should go with her. I was always a shy girl - it was hard enough to just ask someone to eat lunch with me, let alone get naked in front of a crowd of strangers. Then again, Uma was my ride. What was I supposed to do, tell her to take me back and abandon her own party? Or should I just stay here while everyone else had fun? 

I bit my nails as I deliberated, and I peered off the railing to looked off at the sea. Usually gazing at the ocean was calming, but now it only reminded me of my recent sorrows. It had been almost a week since I said goodbye to Alexis. Where was she, I wondered? Was she swimming alongside the boat, trying to catch a glimpse of me?

Making new friends felt almost like a betrayal of our closeness. But what was I supposed to do? Just be lonely for the rest of my life? Is that what Alexis would want?

“Yo, MJ. Are you coming?” Uma asked.

“Yeah, sure…” I said, stepping away from the railing and trying to put my longing behind me.

By the time I made my way up the stairs to the upper deck, most of the women were already nude and in the tub. I’d never seen so many naked women in one place, not even during that one time my father had inadvertently taken the family to a nudist colony. What’s more, each of the women seemed to buck classical beauty in her own, unique way.

An overweight, older black woman was talking loudly and waving her hands about, causing her huge, pendulous breasts to temporarily surface and submerge again. The woman seated to her right, a spindly looking pale woman who was also a little past middle aged, had her lips pursed in a tight grin while she nodded intently. Three younger women, each just a few pounds past slender, were in the center of the tub, splashing each other and giggling. 

The sloshing of the water revealed little glimpses of each woman’s body - a pert, little breast here, a half of a buttcrack there, a belly button in between. The women resembled each other enough that I couldn’t tell their bodies apart, which made their forms seem to fuse into a singular amalgamation in my mind.

“Come on, join in,” said a blonde woman, whose broad back and muscular shoulders seemed to flex as little as she turned to look up at me. I stepped forwards a little, accidentally stepping on her huge mane of wavy hair that had spilled over the side of the tub and onto the deck.

"Sorry," I said nervously.

"Don't worry about it, just come on in," she said. She looked so kind, so welcoming, that I didn't want to deny her request.

I slowly pulled off my clothes. I would have worried that the women might size up my body, but with such a variety on display, I knew I'd probably just come off ordinary. It was a realization that was both comforting and disappointing.

The muscular woman held out her hand, and I braced myself on her powerful arm as I stepped into the tub. The water was so hot it burned me with its intensity, but I forced myself to slide all the way in. I didn't want my nakedness to be on display any longer than I needed it to be.

"That wasn't so bad, was it," she said, reaching out and stroking my back.

"No, it...it wasn't," I replied breathlessly, as she stared into my eyes. What kind of a party was this, anyway?

I opened my mouth to ask that very question, but I froze when I heard the overwhelming sound of silence. All at once, the shouting and the splashing had ceased. I don't believe I even heard anyone inhale.

The source of the reverential quiet was made clear soon enough. Uma had taken off her dress, and was stepping towards the hot tub. She strutted forward with a sultry, sexy swagger, her gait as confident as if she was a showgirl. 

This confidence was made all the more striking by virtue of the fact that Uma’s body was far from what would be considered perfect. Her skin was very pale, without even a hint of a tan. Her breasts, while substantially girthy, drooped a little with gravity. 

Her lower tummy carried a little pooch, which she wasn’t even trying to suck in, and her thick thighs rubbed together as she walked. It was clear that she hadn’t made any attempt to trim back her dark pubic hair, and it reached out into the air proudly nearly an inch in front of her. As she walked past me, I could tell she hadn’t shaved her underarms in a while, either, and she didn’t seem to be trying to hide it.

Oogling Uma so openly would have felt awkward, but everyone else was doing it, too. In fact, they even applauded when Uma stepped in the water. Sure, she was cute, but why was she so popular? 

“Uma,” I whispered, as she glided towards me. “Why is everyone looking at you?”

“Long story,” she said, as she wrapped her arm around my back. Her skin felt cool, and made me shiver, but I didn’t lose my nerve. 

“You’ve got quite a lot of those, haven’t you?” I shot back. 

Uma leaned over and pressed her lips to my ear. “I’ll tell you everything, if you’ll stick around until we’re alone, ok, sweetie?”

Feeling her warm air against my ear made me shiver again, but this time, in a way that was undeniably sensual. “Uh...sure,” I mumbled. How long would this little soiree last, I wondered?

Uma glided off the edge of the tub and started splashing with the younger women in the center, and conversation gradually resumed.

“I’m Sally, by the way. What did Uma do for you?” said the muscular woman sitting to my right.

“Ugh...she drove me here?”

“Other than that, I mean.”

“I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand the question.”  I squeaked out. 

“You mean you’re just...her guest?” she asked, sounding shocked.

“Of course, aren’t you all?” 

“Sure,” she said with a nervous laugh. “Yeah, that’s right.”

I knew she was lying, but what I didn’t know was why. But I knew how I could find out. I swam through the churning, bubbling hot water, and I arrived on the other side.

“Hi,” I said to the older black woman. “So, what did Uma do for you?”

“That’s a long, long story, child,” she said as she narrowed her eyes at me.

“I’ve got the time,” I said confidently, and she excitedly told her tale.

~

The long story short was that Uma had helped her and her best friend plan a romantic weekend, to seduce their respective crushes. The next woman that I asked, who had a mousey mop of brown hair, said she wanted to plan a party of a lifetime, while an elderly woman with an Italian accent wanted advice on how to deal with her future son-in-law’s insistence that he didn’t want to provide her with grandchildren. Everyone I spoke with talked about Uma in reverential terms, as though she was some sort of living saint who had provided answers to their prayers. 

Most of the guests didn’t stay too long. Most wanted to pay their respects to Uma, and then filed out. Uma didn’t seem surprised to see them depart. Before long, we were the only ones left the tub.

“So, MJ,” she said at last, as she glided towards me. “What do you want to know?”

“I have so many questions,” I said. “I don’t even know where to start.”

“Take your time, there’s no rush,” she said as she reached me. One of her hands made its way to my knee, while the other gently brushed the hair from my face.

“Did you really help all those people?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said with a casual shrug, but with a grin brimming with pride. “Don’t look so surprised, is it really that tough to believe that I’d have so many friends? I was alone for a long time, and so I always try to help others when I can.” 

“Wow...it’s I had no idea you were so generous. Just, out of the goodness of your heart?” I asked.

“Well, there’s always a price for my help,” she said. “Your father, for example. I saved him from drowning, he gave me his boat.”

“And the others?” I asked.

“Tyra wanted help with her love life, she gave me investment information. I always drive a fair bargain,” she explained. 

“It doesn’t sound so generous when you put it like that,” I said. 

“Oh please,” she said, her smile falling a little. “That’s just the way of the world. Who helps others without expecting a reward?”

“Well, my previous roommate, for one,” I said, before I thought it through in my head. It wasn’t a nice thing to compare them like that. Then again, I was arguing Alexis was the nice one, not myself.

Uma chortled a little dismissively. “What makes you think Seraph is any different?”

“Seraph?” I repeated, my mouth gaping with shock. “Seraph? Seraph?”

“Yeah! do you really think she had only your interests in mind when she…” Uma’s voice trailed off as she stared at my frozen expression. “What’s going on?”

“I never told you her name was Seraph,” I replied, backing away slowly. “Who...are you?”

~

“Who am I?” Uma asked. “I would have thought you’d guess by now.”

“You’re...you’re from…” I sputtered.

“Yes, the ocean,” Uma said. “I don’t expect you to remember me. After all, certainly had a tough enough time recognizing your little girlfriend, didn’t you?” she asked. “And you got a good look at her. Me, you barely glimpsed...but we did exchange a tender embrace.”

“We did?” 

“Maybe this will refresh your memory,” she said, reaching behind me and grabbing what looked like a little bottle of salt from the shelf near the floor. She dunked it in the ocean, and the water instantly turned black, thick, and murky.

“Come closer,” she whispered in my ear. “You don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve had a friend” she added, and I felt a sticky tentacle making it’s way up my leg.

“You’re the monster from the bottom of the sea,” I gasped. What’s worse, I’d let her corner me in the water! I tried to stand up, to get away, but her pull on my leg only increased in strength. All my efforts only managed to slosh the water and make my small breasts shake back and forth a little.

“Why do you want to escape so badly?” she asked, as she licked her lips.

“Seraph!” I screamed into the night sky. “Seraph, help me! It’s the monster!” Inside, though, I knew it was useless - even if she could hear me, how could she reach me up on this boat?

“Is that really all I am in your eyes? Just a monster?” she asked, her eyes flashing red. “Who do you think it was who reunited you with your precious Seraph?” Uma asked. “Me!” she bellowed. “I made her human, I let her live in your world.”

“Why?” I asked. “What did you want from her?”

“My freedom,” she said. “Those damn mermaids had me chained up there for more than a century. But your Seraph only freed me when I promised her a chance to see you.”

“So what?” I asked, trembling. 

“So, she’s no different than I am! She only freed me because she got what she wanted,” she hissed. 

I felt my breath choke in my throat as Uma’s tentacle began to creep its way up my leg. “Why go through all this trouble just to find me?” I whispered.

“Yours was the first voice I heard in a hundred years,” Uma said. “And when I heard it, my stony heart, filled with vengeance, melted.” She paused a little, her hand stroking the side of my face. “I love you, MJ.”

A moment later, I heard a dull roar, and the boat suddenly careened onto its side. I toppled right out of the hot tub and into the frigid water of the ocean, and my vision went black.

~

When I opened my eyes, the world seemed brighter and warmer. My lungs no longer burned to breathe. I was safe. I was underwater. And, of course, I was a mermaid once again, and Seraph was holding my hand tightly. 

“Good, you’re awake,” she said. “Let’s get going, it’s not safe here,” she said, and she propelled herself forwards, through a thick sea of kelp.

“How...how did you find me?” I asked, doing my best to follow her.

“I heard you shouting for me, silly,” she said. “I had no idea Uma would strike. If I had, I never would have let you go.”

“She said she loved me,” I said. It felt strange to hear myself defending her.

“That monster will say anything to get what she wants from you,” Seraph said. “The reason why I was so close to shore is I’ve been beating myself up over saying goodbye to you last week.”

“You have?” I asked, keeping my eyes trained on her tail as she snaked through the veritable underwater forest ahead of us. 

“Yeah - you had a life on land, and I didn’t want my love to interfere with that. But of course, I missed you terribly,” she added.

“Well, if you loved me so much, why didn’t you just remain with me on the land? You know, be a human forever?” I asked, as we passed by the green stuff and towards a series of underwater grottos. 

“My humanity was just a disguise. I’ll always be a mermaid on the inside, and the ocean is where I’ll always belong. Besides,humans and mermaids can’t be together, not romantically anyway,” she said solemnly. 

“But...why?” I asked, marvelling at the spires and other strange rock structures that littered the floor.

“It’s a decree by the council of Empress. It’s not my place to question that,” said Seraph. 

“The council of the Empress?”

“What’s the right translation...it’s like, mermaid parliament,” she explained. “You met some of the members during your first visit here. They’ve ruled that humans and mermaids can’t be together in your world. But if you give up your humanity, you could stay here with me. Under the sea, I can always be there to protect you,” she said her voice breaking a little with emotion.

If Seraph had offered this to me six years ago, or six days ago, I would have jumped at the chance. But for the first time in my life,I wanted answers more than I wanted happiness. Was that what it meant to grow up?

“Was it a decree by this ‘council’ to lock up Uma?” I asked.

“Yes, it was. She told you that I was the one who freed her?”

“Yes, she did. Was that sanctioned by the council?”

“Of course not,” said Seraph. “I’d be in a lot of trouble if anyone knew.” I let her words turn and tumble around in my gut for a while. I didn’t want to face it, but I knew something was wrong. 

“So...you were okay breaking the rules to free Uma, but you couldn’t break the rules to stay with me in the human world?” I asked, as I stopped swimming.

“MJ, MJ, MJ...” she said, she said, stopping with me. We were in the middle of a grotto with such a high ceiling that I could actually see the surface of the water. Had humans ever explored these caves? “It’s complicated, okay?”

“That’s what you said six years ago!” I shouted. “Seraph. I want the truth. I know I owe you my life, but you owe me that.”

“Come on, we can’t stay here. It isn’t safe,” she said, tugging my hand.

“No,” I said defiantly.
 

“She could be tracking us!” Seraph shouted, her usual, pleasant expression gone from her face. “We have to move,” she added as the took a deep breath, trying her best to appear calm.

“No,” I repeated. “You thought I couldn’t handle the truth when you first met me. You thought I couldn’t handle it when you met me the second time. I need to know the full story, MJ. And I need to know it now.”

“MJ…” She said my name slowly and with lamentation, as though she knew what she was about to say would break my heart. She traced her hand across my face, and although I knew something terrible was coming, I couldn’t help but feel my heart melt and feel weak in the knees - or at least, weak where my knees once were.

As she opened her mouth to speak, darkness spread across the water. 

“How dare you, Seraph!” I heard a voice roar as the water rippled with rage. “Who do you think you are!?” 

“Get down!” Seraph shouted, and as I ducked, I felt the tops of Uma’s tentacles barely scraping my back. Seraph also managed to get out of the way, and through the murkiness, I could make out the forms of the two women tumbling and twirling together. 

If I didn’t know better, I would have said they were dancing. But I heard the dull grunts of combat. Uma’s tentacles swung in front of her like some kind of cephalopod pugilist, and periodically, I could see bright flashes of light emanating from Seraph’s hands. 

Seeing two beautiful, powerful women battle over me stoked my vanity, but it couldn’t end well.

“Stop it!” I screamed. “Stop it, now!”

I was surprised to see them actually listen to me, ceasing their battle and swimming towards me. The contrast between the two could hardly have been greater. Seraph, with her lithe form, clamshell bra, and sparkling green tail, looked straight out a storybook. Her makeup looked innocent, pretty, and overdone in the way a little girl might do when she first discovers makeup. She swam towards me with smooth, graceful, purposeful strokes. 

Uma, on the other hand, had a rubenesque body which would have been the ideal of beauty in centuries past, but represented decadence today. No clamshell would have been able to hold in her impressive set of breasts, which floated freely in the water without restraint or support. Her harsh goth makeup only accentuated the hurt, angry expression on her face. In place of legs was a sea of black tentacles, each of them moving about in its own direction, as though they had minds of their own. 

“MJ, I can’t believe she tried to steal you away from me…” Uma began.

“Me steal her? You’re the one who stalked her!” bellowed Seraph.

“You stalked her first!” Uma said, placing her hands on her hips defiantly.

“Both of you, stop,” I said confidently. “Uma, I need to hear Seraph out. What were you going to say to me before we were interrupted?”

“I’m not talking in front of her,” she said, somewhat petulantly. 

“Seraph, please. It’s like they say at a wedding. Speak now, or forever hold your peace,” I demanded.

“The truth is, MJ, I’m not just an ordinary mermaid,” she said. “I’m the crown princess.”

“The...what?”

“I’m fated to assume the throne upon the death of my mother, the Empress. I only came up to the human world because I missed you so greatly. I just wanted to make sure you were having a good life, to help you however I could. I didn’t think our feelings would be as they were when we met. I knew I couldn’t leave behind my duty, and I didn’t want to ask you to give up your world for mine.”

“Oh, Seraph…” I said, swimming towards her. “And here I thought you were going to tell me something terrible. I feel so guilty...” 

“You needn’t feel that way. I know your love is true,” said Seraph soothingly. “And you can join me. My loyalty to you is unflagging and eternal. You can rule the sea alongside me as my consort. There will be no end to what we can learn here, no limit to the adventures and challenges we can undertake. A life in the ocean - hasn’t that always been your dream?”

It has, I realized. My entire life has been leading up to this moment. 

“Don’t you want to know why her family is on the throne?” asked Uma, as she used her tentacles to propel herself towards us. “Her grandmother seduced, and then murdered, my grandmother.”

“Is politics really important right now?” Seraph asked, pulling me close and covering my face with her shoulder.

“Perhaps not,” Uma conceded, “but love is. MJ, I meant what I said earlier.”

I pulled back a little from Seraph to gaze at Uma, face to face.

“Nothing you do is for free,” I said. “You may love me, but what do you want from me?”

Uma’s face twisted with pain, as though my words were a knife in her gut. “You’re right, MJ, I want a great deal from you. I have for some time. I want, I desire, I need...your heart, your mind, and your body. I know you are my one. I want to attend a thousand parties with you, and give us a life of carefree pleasure and play. You want to be royalty? Let’s establish on own dynasty. Be my queen. Carry...my children.”

“What?” I said with a gasp. “Is that...even possible?”

“It is,” Uma said. “I know how important family is to you. If you choose me, we can have one of our own.”

If, 24 hours ago, I had been told I’d be overcome with joy at the thought of giving birth to half-cephalopod children, I’d have said nothing could be less believable. But in that moment, nothing brought me greater happiness. Was that my destiny?

I looked between the two desperate, pleading faces. Part of me wanted them grab ahold of my arms, and to swim in opposite directions until I split in half, so I didn’t have to leave one of them disappointed.

And yet, like a Sherlock Holmes mystery, I realized that something wasn’t quite adding up. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I only had one, real choice. It was obvious, actually.

“Uma, you say you never do anything selflessly, but I know that’s not true. When I sought your advice on what to do about my crush on Alexis, you told me to bare my heart to her. You advised me to pledge my love to another woman, even though you knew it might mean you’d lose me forever. You helped me find confidence in myself I never had before. When I first met you, all I could feel was fear, but now you’ve helped me discover courage. You’ve brought me out of my shell.” 

“Oh, MJ!” she said, and I swam into her arms. I felt her tentacles wrap around me like a cocoon, the darkness blocking out the light and enveloping me in a warm, sticky embrace for the third time. This time, I didn’t feel afraid anymore. 

Epilogue:

“I want to be like you,” I whispered to Uma, when we were driving back to the apartment later that night. I blurted out the words before I had thought them through in my mind. What, exactly, was I asking, and was that possible? It probably was, I realized: with Uma, nothing was really impossible.

“That can be arranged,” she replied cooly. I looked in her eyes, though, and I could see fire. She was overjoyed that I wanted not just to be with her, but to be one of her kind.

Uma insisted that we wait for her boat to repaired to satisfy that request, as well as to consummate our relationship in any other respect. I didn’t ask why, assuming that she felt most comfortable and more private on the boat then in our dorm - or the ocean. 

When, three weeks later, everything was ready, I learned the truth. Uma wanted to re-create the magic of our fatefully interrupted evening. Everything started out exactly the same: Uma wore the same beautiful dress and we both skipped out on studying. But this time, there were no other guests. It was a party for two.

I thought it would be much easier to pull of my clothes this time, knowing what was coming. But, just the opposite was true. My arms and legs were trembling ten times worse than before. When I attended Uma’s party, I didn’t know what to expect. But now I knew exactly what I was in for, and although I gleefully anticipated it, it also terrified me. I was giving up humanity, my innocence...I was placing my very soul into Uma’s hands.

Seeing Uma naked once again, and seeing her radiant confidence, seemed to calm me a little. Still, I’d been unconscious when Seraph and changed me. I had no idea what it was like to experience the process willingly, with my eyes wide open.

“Will it hurt?” I asked Uma.

“No, my darling,” she said and took my hand as we stepped into the roiling water of the hot tub.

Uma added her inky, murky mixture to the water, then leaned in and kissed me, her tongue as flexible and invasive as any tentacle. The hungrier and more passionate the kiss became, the more my already overheated body seemed to melt.

I could feel the excitement nearly pouring out of my skin, like a hundred copies of Uma’s tongue were dancing all over me, especially on my legs. Uma locked her arm around my neck and pulled me close. I could feel our bodies grinding together. Our breasts grazed against each other for a glorious moment, and…

I felt a powerful, pleasurable burst, and my legs were no more. I could feel my new tentacles churning through the rippling water. I brought them out of the water, gazing at them with amazement. Little tears of joy appeared on her cheeks, and with my suction cups, I kissed them dry.

THE END

Thanks for reading my story! Be sure to check out my website for more stories and updates on future projects. I’ve also created an alternate ending where you can read about what MJ would say if she chose Sera. Also, consider checking out of the following of my other ebooks:

From Nathan to Nanako (Gender Change, Race Change, Lesbian Romance)

Nathan's an awkward, gentle giant: a big, shy, oaf of a man who crushes hard on the head cheerleader at his school, Daniella. Nathan tries out for the football team to impress her, but even though he doesn't make the cut, he manages to get invited to one of Daniella's famous parties. Little does he suspect that it's a party for two, and Daniella is bent on satisfying her gender-bending, exotic tastes…

PunkerBell (Punk/Goth, Lesbian Sexuality Shift, Weight Gain, Various)  
Marion Falls is a conservative small town, where everyone is the same - at least, until PunkerBell grants the wish of a frustrated teenager named Cynthia, who just wanted to have a smoke without her mom nagging her. This is a lighthearted, transformation-description heavy story. It contains lots of body type changes, personality changes, sexuality changes, and more.

The Transformation Mall (Various, Including Weight Gain and Class Change)

The first ever crowdfunded transformation ebook, The Transformation Mall contains 11 vignettes and short stories, brimming with all manner of transformations as fantasy meets reality. Many of the stories contain lesbian romance, body shape changes, memory shifts, personality changes, and much more.

From Zero to Xena: The Ring of Change Saga Book Two (Female Muscle Growth)

A shy, out of shape girl named Zoe has a crush on her new personal trainer. Jim, though, is tired of training people who don’t care about fitness. He longs for a protégé, someone who he can mold into the perfect athlete. Jim is about to find out what happens when he gets his wish, and the magical Ring of Change begins to alter Zoe's figure and her personality. In fact, he'll wind up learning a lot more about the ring than he ever expected - he's in for a big surprise when he puts it on himself! 

From Nikki to Nerdy: The Ring of Change Saga Book Three (Nerd, Weight Gain) 
Nikki is a blonde bombshell with a hot body and an empty mind. Zeke is the geeky leader of her study group, and begrudges the attention she gets from everyone. When Zeke's friend says Nikki is perfect, Zeke says that the perfect woman is someone even nerdier than he is. Soon, Zeke comes across the magical "Ring of Change," and it finds its way onto Nikki's finger. What will happen when Zeke gets his wish? Can he really handle a woman who can out-nerd him in every conceivable way.
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