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| NTRODUCTI ON
| spend nost of ny day teaching conputer science at G ant MacEwan
Col l ege in Edmonton, Al berta. Although teaching is rewarding and interesting,
it can be nentally exhausting as well. My fantasy and science fiction art and
stories are an escape into a world of imagination not pressured by deadlines
and things-to-do lists.
|'ve al ways been fascinated by transformation stories and art. The
stories | renmenber best from chil dhood had the hero beconming a frog or the
nmer mai d becoming a wonan. As | grewa little older, ny fascination with
transformation grew and | started creating ny own transformations. My tools
changed from pencils and pencil crayons through various traditional art nedia
and finally to the conmputer. The conputer, and digital art, gave me the
freedomto create the images | could see in ny ninds eye as the stories wove
t hensel ves around those inages. For ne, there's seldom an inmage wthout a
story and a story w thout an inmage.
There's a real challenge for me in creating photonorphs (changing a
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phot ograph of soneone into a nythol ogical creature). The imges that result
when | start with a person (or part of a person) from a photograph and weave a
new fantasy creature and scene around them are ever so exciting and, even at
times, erotic. | have recently started to use 3D computer graphics as the
source for ny images as well. It's easier to get the positions | want for ny
characters just right that way, even though the resulting inmages require a
good deal of post-production work.

Myt hol ogy is an excellent source of ideas. The wondrous creatures from
various cultures are endl essly fascinating. Wien | get to combine that with
the entirely alluring idea of an ordinary person becomni ng sonething so exotic
and strange, the conmbination is all but irresistible.

I[l'lustrations to these stories can be found at mnmy webpages:
www. fur nati on. coni Mer mai dsTai | /

Bri an Brookwel |
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CHAPTER 1
Unrequited Love
"Look kid," he sternly said as Kira blocked his way to his pickup

truck. "You're too young. Danmit all, if | date you the cops'll get ne for
sure. You're what? Maybe fifteen?"

"Freddie, please," Kira begged. "I'msixteen ... alnpost seventeen. |'m
ol d enough. Wiy don't you want ne?"

"Look it's not you. | want sonething else in a woman. Sonething you
don't have. Sonething you'll never have. Here," he said handing her a
handkerchief. "Stop crying. | can't stand to see a wonan cry."

"I't's not Iike you have wonen falling all over you. Wiy can't we just
try it?" Kira dried her tears with the handkerchi ef.

"Wn't work. You're not ny type. Never will be."

"I can be anything you want. Anything," she started to cry.

"Ch shit," he shook his head. "You could never be what | want. You're
cute, see. You can find soneone who wants you. It isn't me," he brushed her
asi de.

"I can be," she sniffed. "I can be. You just wait."

"Sure," Fred nodded. This stupid argunent had pl ayed out dozens of
tinme. Kira had decided, sonehow, that he was her life mate ... whatever the
hell that neant. "Look. | gotta go now. See you around." He pointedly got into

his truck and started the engine. As he drove away he caught sight of her in
his rear view mrror. Stupid kid. How could she ever know what he wanted in a
woman? He didn't know hi nsel f.

Kira watched as truck sped away. Once nore Fred had left her in a cloud
of dust. Why were nen so insensitive? All she wanted was a little attention
and all he did was bugger off. The next tine would be different, she vowed.
Very different.

When she got home she hid herself in her room Wen her nother got hone
an hour or so later, Kira was still crying into her pillow.

"Your boyfriend agai n, honey?"

"He told me | wasn't old enough for him" she sniffed.

"But darling, you're only sixteen..."

"Al nost seventeen. |'mold enough.”

"You're young yet. There's plenty of tine. He's just not the right

one.
"How wi I I | know? The |ast three have wanted sex, sex, sex, and nore
sex. They dunped ne when | kept saying no. Are they all the sane?"
"Many are. Just wait. The right one will come along."
"Fred's the right one. | just need to | ook older. To not be a kid

anynore."
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Kira's nother gave a quiet |augh. "Wen you're ny age you'll want the
yout h back. "

"That's then. This is now. | won't let Fred off that easy."

"Are you sure you don't want to just date a little. There's Ji my next
door. He's more your age."

"Mother!" Kira retorted in exasperation. "He's a kid. Boys like Jinmy
are just plain inmature.”

"They'll mature in a few years. Just give thema chance."
"Fat chance,"” Kira scow ed. "Especially that ... that ... child."
"Well," she said in an attenpt to cheer her up. "Wy don't you go down

to the shops? Looki ng around al ways di d cheer you up."

"Ch, Modther," Kira sighed. Then she thought about it. "Maybe | will at
that. Be back for supper." She grabbed her jacket, waved to her nother, and
headed for Main Street.

CHAPTER 2
Fant asi es Conme True

Kira wandered down Main Street. In the town of Glliam all the shops
and services were in a ten block stretch along Main Street that everyone
sinmply called "the shops." Kira wandered fromone store to the next. It was
all boring today. Even the boutique had nothing of interest. She was just
about to give up and head hone when she noticed that the seanstress' shop
whi ch had been vacant for years, had been replaced by a fancy | ooking shop
cal l ed &Ccirc; Fantasies Conme True'.

Kira wandered over and | ooked in the wi ndow. The shop was darkened and
this heightened its nystery. Her cousin, in the nearby town, had taken her to
see one of the adult shops the last tine she'd visited. She found herself
appal | ed and yet strangely attracted by the skinpy outfits. Kira wondered
whet her this was the same kind of shop.

Carefully | ooking both ways to nake sure no one was | ooking at her, she
entered the store. An old fairly plunp woman net her as she entered.

"May | be of any assistance?" she asked.

"I -- uh-", Kira was having trouble seeing in the dimlight and the
strange i ncense snell was nearly overpowering. This was obviously not one of
the adult shops like this in the city. "I just thought 1'd sort of -- "

"You are curious?"
"Uh. Well. Yes, | guess | am" Kira | ooked around. "What do you sell?
don't see any skinpy stuff or perfunmes or stuff like that there.™

"My nane is Cassie. | sell fantasies. | help people get their fantasies
fulfilled."

"Li ke what? Costumes? Skinmpy stuff? | don't see anything |like that
around. "

"True enough. Sonetines costunmes and lingerie are what is needed but,
nost times, | use something stronger."

" St ronger ?"

"Stronger," repeated Cassie calmy.

"Can anyone get their fantasies fulfilled? Like even a kid Iike ne?"

"Yes. O course.”

"l suppose it's expensive?"

"I never charge nore than the person can afford or wants to afford.
After all a possible fantasy which is too expensive to experience i s worse
than fantasy which can't be experienced."

"I want to be older. You know? There's this guy and he called ne a

kid."

"Ah," Cassie nodded. "Unrequited | ove?"

"He told me | was too young. Not his type of woman. | want him You
know? I want to be his type of woman. To have himlove nme. Forever, |ike?"

"What ki nd of woman does he want ?"
"dder, | think."
"Not much to go on."



"Well he's not exactly talked to me much since | ast sumer. When he
ditched me to attend sone mare giving birth or sonething."

"Ah. A farmer or a vet?"

"His dad left himthe horse ranch and he's taking care of it al
al one. "

"Well you know that horses giving birth often need help."

"He's al ways running off to his dammed horses. They cough, he drives
off."

"Have you got anything of his? A handkerchief, |ock of hair, anything?"

"No nothing. Un Just a sec," she rummaged in her handbag for the
handker chi ef he had gi ven her that norning "This do?"

"Mght. We'll just have to see." Cassie took the handkerchief and
wal ked into the back room brushing aside a beaded curtain in the process.
When Kira attenpted to follow, the curtain felt like a wall. Kira continued to
tug at the curtain for a while and then sat down on a nearby chair. Kira
occasionally | ooked at the curtain but strangely found no desire to go through
it any longer. She wondered nmomentarily at this sudden change in desires and
then the wonder faded too.

About five mnutes |ater, Cassie cane through the curtain. Kira got up
and wal ked over to her.

"Kira," she began

"How di d you know ny nane? | didn't tell you ny nane." Kira was
becom ng agitated and nmore than a little scared.

"l have certain skills. One of which is to read the desires of the
owner or user of an object. You cried into the handkerchief and left your nmark
onit."

"I see," said Kira skeptically. "And?"

"Al t hough you left your aura on the handkerchief, Fred's aura is
stronger." Cassie smled a wy smle. "Do you know that he doesn't know what
ki nd of woman he wants? He's buried his desires since his father left himan
or phan. "

"But he has desires? If his dreamgirl appeared before him.."

"He'd know it. | know his dreamgirl but..."

"Make nme his dreamgirl! 1'll do anything. Really!"

"It's not that sinple. It really isn't. | need to let you know that..."

"She got an extra head or sonmething? | need to be her, so he'll Iove
me"

"But you don't..."

"Don't stall. | haven't a lot of noney but..."

"It's not noney. | told you that before. It's just that..."

"Look make me that girl, right now "
"That's part of it. It will take about a week to get things ready. But
only if you truly want ne to build your fantasy. There's something you..."
"Damm right | want the fantasy. Start. Please start. | need Fred. He's
nmy dream hunk. You know?"
"Yes, you've told ne but | must..."
"I's she beautiful ?"
"Well, not to everyone, of course. But, | guess she is."
"Then do it! I"'msick of this waffling. Can you do it or not?"
Cassi e just shook her head. The young were so inpatient. They al ways
were, right fromthat cute Geek on. "Yes," she said with exasperation
"Fine," interrupted Kira. "Then do it. I'll come back next week." She
turned and quickly fled home. Cassie watched her run off and sighed. The silly
little thing hadn't stopped to listen but her obligation was clear. She hoped
everything would turn out right.
CHAPTER 3
The Contr act
Kira spent the next week in anxious anticipation. One part of her said
that this was the answer to her prayers and that she'd soon have Fred all for



hersel f. Another part was equally convinced that it was just a fraud, that
not hi ng woul d happen. She reappeared at the shop exactly one week to the hour
|ater. She entered the shop without hesitation this time. Since it wasn't one
of those adult shops, there was nothing to be worried about.

"Ah, Kira," said Cassie quietly. "How are you?"

"Did you do it? Please say you have."

"Yes. You didn't give me a chance though to..."

"How rmuch? How nuch will it cost?"

"I'f you use it, you and I will decide on a price afterwards."

"Hey ... | don't know. Like you could like really bunmp up the price.
Like I wouldn't be able to ever pay it off?"

"Never. The price nust be affordable. | cannot do otherw se."

"You do have it?"

"Yes, but..."

"Then when..."

"Kira. You will listen. This is not sonme kind of makeup or clothes that
will catch your Fred for you."

"Course not. |'ve tried..."

"Kira. Be quiet. I'ma sorceress. My specialty is transformation magic.

When we change you into his dreamwonan, it's forever. Do you hear ne:
Forever."

"And that's a problenf? Then he'll |ove ne forever."

"You're body will be Iost. Once you are changed, | will not be able to
change you back."

"l don't want to be ne. | want to be his dream woman. Forever."

"But there's..."

"Wave your wand or whatever..."

"Too much stage magic. Transformations take time. Particularly this
ki nd of change. Wen you're finished you..."

"l don't care. Do you hear nme? | don't care!"

"You should care! You're being changed!" Cassie was beconing angry.

"If you can do it, then do it!"

"Very well. Be it on your head, then. | have tried to explain. W'l
begin and I'Il explain what to expect as we go on."
"About time."

"COkay then," began Cassie. "First. You talk too nmuch." Cassie tossed
some fine powder on a snmoking brazier. A cloud of snmoke billowed up and
envel oped Kira. She tried to protest but found she'd | ost her voice. She
becane agitat ed.

“I"1l give you your voice back in a few m nutes. There are a few things
that | must tell you without interruption. This transformation is one of the
nmost difficult I've ever done for a number of reasons. You will be gaining a
consi der abl e amount of body mass. A lot nmore than you woul d i magi ne. The magic
to do this won't work quickly. In fact, it will take nearly two weeks. You are
under the inpression that the dream woman Fred wants is a redhead or bl onde or
brunette, or that he wants sone shape of body, or something of the sort. This
isn'"t conpletely true. Fred wants a filly, of sorts. But not just any filly.

H s dream woman is a centaur. To become a centaur, the magic will have to give
you a horse's body instead of your legs. You will |oose your ears and have
them repl aced by a horse's ears higher up on your head. Your hair and your
horse body will have to match the chestnut brown he finds so beautiful. Do you

under st and?"

Kira nerely nodded. Wil e Cassie had been speaki ng, she had been
afraid. Real magic, when spoken of so calmy, terrified her. But as Cassie
went on, Kira found she becom ng excited. So what if she would be a centaur?
She' d have Fred!

"COkay then," Cassie smled. "This is what will happen unl ess you deci de
to back out when | rel ease your voice." Cassie took a deep breath. "First you
will drink the brew | have brewing in the back room You must drink all of it
as it is the focus for the magic which is to cone." Kira just nodded.



"Then, you will eat three handfuls of the grain fromthe box beside the
teacup. You nust neasure this yourself, as your hand is the only correct
nmeasure for you. The grain controls the transformation. Too little and you'l
end up as part horse part wonan but the proportions will be wong. You won't
match his ideal. Too nuch is just as bad as too nuch of you would be horse.™
Cassi e cocked one eyebrow and Kira nodded agai n.

"I believe you should stay here with nme for this transformation. |

doubt your nother would understand. | have created a nmagic for everyone in
this town which will nmake them believe that you're visiting a cousin." Cassie
t hrew anot her handful of powder on the brazier

"WA..." began Kira and then she paused. "It sounds too easy. W do this
and | get Fred and then what ?"

"Then we discuss price. But you'll be easily able to pay."

"But with Fred?"

"I know that he won't be able to control hinself. Wen he sees you as a
centaur, he'll be in love before he knows it. But if not ... well |I'msure
you'll be able to think of something."

"But | won't be able to get to him.."

"You are afraid that you are here and he's out there?"

"Sonmething |ike that."

"Teleportation is a fairly exact magic. You'll end up in his barn a few
m nutes before he arrives. Then we'll let nature take its course."

"Does it hurt? The change?"

"No, not really. You will have to get used to a new body though ..
That will cause some difficulties but the magic will help there too."

Kira fell silent for a few nmnutes. This was a big step but she
couldn't live w thout Fred.

"Cassi e?" she asked hesitantly.

"Yes, dear?"

"I want to do this but | what if Fred still doesn't want ne?"

"I doubt that's possible. |I read him renenber?"

"Yes but how can | be sure?"

"You can't. Nothing is certain. This is as close to certain as it is
possi bl e for anything to be."

"I don't know whether | want to lie to everyone. |I'd feel badly. You
know?"

"l understand but when you wake up sone norning with four hooves
instead of feet..."

"Uh, oh. S pose so. Wen would we start then?"

"Whenever you want to start. Everything is prepared.”

"COkay. Let's start. | guess you have a house guest."

CHAPTER 4
The Back Room

Cassi e nodded and led the way into the back room Kira was hesitant at
first. The last time she had tried to pass the curtain, she'd been unable to.
This time, though, the curtain parted easily and Kira stepped through into
such a bright light that it brought tears to her eyes. Wen her eyes adjusted,
she found herself facing row upon row of curtains. It rem nded her of the
curtai ns behind exhibits at the state fair before anyone arrived to set things
up. She | ooked up, expecting a ceiling. The strange bl ue-green sky and the
twin suns at the horizon convinced her she was nuts. Cassie |ooked back and
saw Kira's uncertainty.

"Kira?" she asked. "W aren't on Earth anynore."

"Uh, yeah," was all Kira could nanage.

"The curtain is a teleportation gate to ny hone away from hone here."

"Gate?"

"You are safe. Very safe. Do you see the palace up on the hill?" She
pointed to a Geek pal ace.

"Are we in G eece sonewhere?"



"No. Not any nore. That was built for nme by a previous client severa

t housand years ago. That's where we will live for the next few weeks."
"Not G eece?"
"No. Not Greece. You'll like it though."

Kira shrugged and wal ked up the hill behind Cassie. She was totally
unprepared for what she saw when the great brass doors swung open. They were
greeted by a nunber of servants but not servants as had ever been seen on
Earth. There were satyrs, fawns, fairies, angels, harpies, and every ot her
manner of creatures.

"Were these all people? Too?" asked Kira with a lunp in her throat.

"No. None of them They are all as you see them You don't think that
Earth is the only place with life do you?"

"I hadn't thought..." Kira's voice tailed off. "My price? A slave?"
"It is one option. However, the price | have in mind will be far easier
on you."

"What price?" Kira was becom ng increasingly worried and suspi ci ous of
Cassie's refusal to name a price. She was sure she was going to end up a sl ave
like these or end up pulling a carriage or sonething like that.

"After you |l eave here in tw weeks, you will never see this place
again," said Cassie soothingly. She reads ninds! Kira began to turn towards
the doors. Wthout any apparent signal from Cassie, two of the satyrs swung
the doors closed with a netallic clang.

"Yes, Kira. | do read minds. So did everyone where | cane from Al as
Anarath destroyed itself. There are only four or five of ny kind left. None of
the survivors will ever willingly hurt another again."

"Ch," Kira's face still held the last vestiges of her fright. "Wy do

you do magi c?"

"Why do you breat he?"

"It's not the sane. If | don't breathe | die in short order."

"My kind is the sane way. Although we | ook human, we are not. If ny
magic is not used, it will backfire and destroy ne totally. Have you heard of
Spont aneous Human Combusti on?"

"Sure. Supermarket stuff. A nyth."

"No. Merely another ny race dying..."

"But all the scientists say..."

"Have any of them actually seen soneone burst into flanmes?"

"That's their point! People don't" Kira protested.

"People don't," replied Cassie. "My race does."

"But..."

"You know sonet hi ng Kira?"

"What ?"

"You talk too rmuch. | need to rest after all of ny magic use of the
past week. You'll need to excuse me." She wal ked of f towards a corridor to

their right. Just before she entered one of the rooms, she turned back to
Kira.

"Your roomis the next one along this corridor. Your tea and grain is
on the table in the dining room Just ask any of ny servants, they'll be happy
to show you." Cassie then entered her room and the door closed behind her

CHAPTER 5
The Changi ng

Kira suddenly found herself the centre of attention. There was a
general clanouring for her attention. The servants wanted to know where she
cane from how | ong she was stayi ng, what she was doi ng here, how she was
related to Cassie and what they could do for her. Kira was at first confused
by all of the questions. She found it extrenely annoying to be interrupted
hal f way through an answer by another question. She smiled renenbering the
snoke that had shut her up |ong enough for Cassie to finish her explanation
Finally she called a halt to the whole affair.

"Cassie said nmy tea and grain are in the dining room Can you show ne



where that is?"

"Sure, mstress," said a fairy fluttering up to eye | evel and heading
to the left.

"No, me," protested a satyr.

"Excuse nme, the fairy there. Wat is your nane?"

"Ancrysta" canme the response.

"Ancrysta will show nme this tinme. I'll be here several days and |I'm
sure all of you will get to help ne. Thank you to you all." The satyr | ooked
sad as Kira set out after the fairy. Wthin nmnutes, the fairy | anded near a
great marble table. On one end of the table stood a gol den teapot and a cl ear
crystal goblet. The teapot apparently held an enornous amount of fluid. By
Kira's estimation, she'd be drinking tea for days if not weeks. She pulled one
of the chairs out fromunder the table and sat down. Picking up the crysta
cup, she stared at it for a while.

"Ah well,"” Kira said to no one in particular. "Best get started."

It was the nost bitter tea she'd ever tasted and she hunted around for
some sugar to sweeten it. Wien she couldn't find any, she called Ancrysta.

"I's there any sugar for the tea?"

"Ch no. Mustn't you. Horrible effects it will have,
shocked.

"I don't understand. It's just tea..."

"Magi c tea. Change it not or strange things happen will."

"Ckay. You know best."

"Knows best Cassie. Tea, no sugar. Cassie said."

"l see. She nust have forgotten to tell ne."

"Not told need you."

"l suppose so."

"So. "

"Thanks Ancrysta. I'll drink it straight," she held up her first cup
Steeling herself, she quickly drank the brew down. An involuntary shudder
passed down her spine. She quickly poured another cup and downed it like a
| arge dose of medicine as well. She poured her third cup and, holding the cup
stared at the contents. She renenbered soneone had told her you could nake bad
things taste better if you held your nose. It had sounded stupid then but
anything was worth a try. The trick worked! The third cup was rmuch easier to
handl e than either of the first two had been. It was with extreme trepidation

Ancrysta | ooked

she approached the teapot to refill her cup. Kira discovered that the huge pot
only held three cups of tea. She was done with the tea.
She paused a nmonent before sliding the small jewel ed chest beside the

teapot. Something told Kira that this held her grain. The box was | ocked,
however. Try as she might, Kira found she couldn't undo the clasp. She tried
twisting the clasps, pressing themleft and right, pulling them and pushing
them The clasps defied her! Damm it! Cassie said she had to eat the grain.
How coul d she get Fred w thout the grain? Wiy did Cassie have to pick nowto
rest? Didn't she care? O course she didn't. Al she cared about was her magic
and staying alive.

"Ancrysta?" called Kira. The fairy quickly flew over to her and
settled, sitting on the table.

"Yes, mstress?"

"Just Kira, please. How do | open this thing?"

"Open it will at right tinme."

"That's cryptic."

"Cryptic it is. But truth.”

There was a click and the clasps stood open. How did Cassie know? Did
the tea have to work for a time? Kira opened the lid and stared at a small
satin lined box half full of wheat. Weat? Kira was puzzled. She'd been
expecting sonething exotic, strange even. Mentally shrugging, Kira took her
first handful. Chewing the grain was hard work. It becane quite gumy after a
while and it took a quarter of an hour before she could swall ow the paste. Her
second and third handfuls were easier to chew. She closed the box and watched



in interest but no real surprise when the teapot, teacup, and the box suddenly
faded out.

"Neat special effects," she said al oud.

"Magic," responded a fam liar voice.

"Cassi e, how?"

"The answer to that is either trite and neaningless or it takes a
lifetime of study. Wich answer do you want ?"

"I think I know the trite answer: 'magic'?"

"Yes, true enough.”

"I guess I'ma little overwhel med, you know?"

"Not everyone of your race has been this far off planet."

"How far are we from Earth?"

"Well since we're not even in the sane universe as the Earth, that's a
little hard to answer."

"Ckay," said Kira in a long breath. "Cassie, what happens now? To ne |
mean?"

"You beconme a femml e centaur, go back to Fred and |ive happily ever
after," she said with a wink. "At least that's the plan, isn't it?"

"Yes but the price?"

"Later. After |'ve done everything | said | would. It nust be this

way.

"So when does it all start?"

"It has already started but you aren't aware of it just yet."

"What time is it?"

"At home, it's evening. \Wy?"

"I guess I'mfeeling tired. You know? Like really w ped."

"Don't worry about when everyone sleeps here. It doesn't ever get dark
here.”

"The two suns?"

"And the way the planet turns. W have a dark side that's always dark."

"Neat. I'd like to go visit sonme of this planet if | can. But | don't
want to nmake any problens |ike."

"Go to bed. Transformation takes a | ot out of a body."

"I'"ll see you in the norning."

Kira awoke the next norning ravenous. She was met by Ancrysta outside
her door and taken to the dining room The entire group that net themthe
eveni ng before was seated around the table. Two | arge and confortable chairs
were placed at the head of the table. Just as Kira seated herself, Cassie,
wearing a Geek-style dress with gold trinmmng and fancy gold sandals, arrived
as well. As soon as she seated herself, several of the servants got up to
serve everyone el se

"WAs everyone waiting for us?" asked Kira.

"In a sense. But not really. Magic runs this universe. So we all arrive
where we're supposed to when we're supposed to."

" Coi nci dence?"

"No. Magic. How are you feeling this norning?"

"Hungry."

"Excellent. You'll start seeing changes soon."

"What changes?"

"You must find themout. That too is part of the magic. There's clean
clothes in your roomif you want to change."

"Li ke yours?"

"Same style. | rather enjoyed Earth's Greek period. The styles were so
el egant and yet so sinple."

"You sound as if you were there?"

"I ndeed. Bright people, the Geeks. Very inventive. Superstitious |ot,
in general, though. Even their kings had superstitious streaks. Sone, though
had real strength.”

"Yeah. Their heroes were real fighters.”

"No. More strength of mind. Odysseus was a superstitious lout in many



ways but he was loyal to his wife, famly, and nmen. Not many have turned down
a sorceress for a wife back honme."

"You seem nore inpressed by determnation than nuscles.” Kira found
herself attracted by the physical. The jocks were nore interesting than the
brai ns. Yet Cassie, who could have anything and anyone, found the m nd nore
i mportant.

"I can magic up the nuscles if that's inportant. Magic doesn't touch
the core, though. The mind that was before the magic is always the mnd that
is after the magic. | get pleasure talking to people of strong mnd."

"And me?"

"You woul dn't be here otherw se.”

"But |'m weak..."

"No. Not so. How many weak ones woul d voluntarily beconme sonet hi ng
entirely different to get what they want?"

"But what of plastic surgery? | know lots that did that."

"But they nerely make mnor changes to | ook nore like the ideal. You
are becom ng sonet hi ng non-human. That takes a |ot of mental strength.”

"I's this the price you spoke of ?"

"It is part of it. There is nore."

"Mor e?"

"You will find out. I can't say any nore."

Kira remai ned silent during breakfast. After breakfast, Cassie left the
pal ace and wal ked towards the rows of curtains. Kira watched her wal k down the
hill and vani sh.

"Ancrysta, what do | do now?" she asked.

"On your own, you are," Ancrysta said as she fluttered over.

"Doi ng what ? Hel pi ng?"

"Ch no. Hel ping our job. Inportant.”

"Can | go for a wal k?"

"Ckay, it is. Not okay to curtains."”

"I don't want to go anywhere near the curtains. Wat is there to see
around here?"

"Stay near. Inportant first day. Forest to sun. River away sun
Mount ai ns too far away."

"Who do | tell if | decide to go there?"

"Anyone. No one. Be there, if needed." Kira shook her head. This magic
stuff was harder to get used to than she'd i magi ned. Wen she didn't say
anything nore, Ancrysta flew off. Kira was feeling out of place but couldn't
quite place the reason. After wandering around the pal ace and expl oring every
corner she could get into, she realised she was the only one dressed in nodern
clothing. Every servant was dressed in a Greek style.

"When in Rome ... or is it Athens," nused Kira. She stopped off in her
room and pi cked out a short dress. Sonehow, it made her feel |ess out of
pl ace.

It took Kira the rest of the day to make sense of Ancrysta's
directions. She didn't get too far into the forest but it |ooked beautiful. It
was light and airy and not at all tangled. She vowed she'd return the next
day.

Once agai n everyone except Kira and Cassie were around the table when
they arrived. The two arrived simultaneously and seated thensel ves. Kira found
that she was very unconfortable and kept squirm ng about.

"I's the food not to your liking?" asked Cassie.

"No. | can't get confortable. It's like I"'msitting on a stick or
somet hing." A knowi ng | ook came into Cassie's eyes. She smiled, |ooking at
Kira.

"You might want to find out why," she hinted.

"Why? | don't understand. Like what do you nean?"

"Just find out. I know the reason but you nust discover the reason.”

"Can't you just tell ... oh never mind. Magic rules, right?"

"Just so."



Kira began to feel around the seat of the chair but found nothing. It
was only when she felt along the base of her spine through her dress that she
found the stick.

"I guess | nust have picked up a stick sonehow,” she said know ngly.
"Wyul d anyone be offended if | adjusted nmy dress, sort of?"

O course, since all the servants were busy eating, no one cared in the
| east. Or even acknow edged her enquiry. Cassie nerely sniled her assent. Kira
was in for a bit of a shock, though. Her stick was part of her. She now had a
tail with short hair at its end

“"I"'ve a taill I ... oh yeah. | guess a tail's expected, isn't it?"

"It is a good sign."

"But how can | get confortabl e?"

"Pillows?" asked Ancrysta from behind her

"Thank you so much," sighed Kira as she arranged two pillows w th space
between them for the tail. Ancrysta, seeing Kira was now confortable, flew
of f.

"But why did | have to discover my tail? Wiy couldn't | be told?
guess | don't understand."

"Magic is all about focus. If | tell you then | amthe focus. If you
di scover sonething, then you are the focus. Do you understand?"

"Then how could | |learn magic? | nmean could someone..."

"Ah. Now we cone to the rest of your fee. When you have finished being
a centaur, you will become ny apprentice. Your focus abilities have drawn ne
across the nultiverse.”

"But | could die a centaur ... then what?"

"You'd return here, alive, as ny apprentice.”
"As a centaur or as | was?"
"As you wi sh. You would be the focus for you, not I."

"Where's the price? | get what | want now, | get to live forever like
you, | get to be a sorceress and do magic. | mean |like what do you get out of
this?"

"I get someone to carry the Anarath know edge when |'ve gone."

"But why nme?"

"Magic is as much natural ability as |earning. You have that ability.
If you hadn't cone into ny shop when you had, | would have had to contrive a

reason for you to conme in. You rmust be apprenticed before you beconme too adult
to be able to handle the magic."

"But if | don't come back until I'mold, then what?"

"Your image will be of the time you apprenticed, not of the tinme you
serve after your apprenticeship.”

"Bitchin'! After everything else, | get to be young again."

Kira | ooked down at her neal and began to eat again. She had nuch to
t hi nk about. Apprentice to a sorceress! Unbelievabl el

CHAPTER 6
Apprentice
That night, just as she was about to turn in, Kira was net by Ancrysta
and another fairy carrying sonme kind of |eather harness.
"What's that?" asked Kira.
"Yours, it is," responded Ancrysta.
"For sleeping, required it is," added the second fairy.
"CGood centaur make you, it will," finished Ancrysta.
"Cassi e?" asked Kira.
"Ch yes," replied both the fairies together
Kira nerely shrugged, took the harness, and entered her room At first
it seemed a tangle of |eather straps, rings and cups. Wen she got it sorted
out, she found herself hol ding something that | ooked |ike a horse harness.
Instead of a bit, though, it had | eather cups for her breasts and a | eather
strip for her genitals. She wondered whether she shoul d wear anything el se.
After a few nmonents thought, she decided it would probably affect the nagic.



As the harness was confortable and risking problens with the magi c wasn't
worth it, she went to bed.

The next norning she awoke with a larger lunp at the base of her spine
and a furry strip down her back. Her tail had grown over night and the hair on
her tail had beconme quite |long. As she sat wondering whet her she should brush
her tail and how, there was a discrete knock at her door. It was Ancrysta with
a brush. Kira was about to start on her tail herself when Ancrysta |aughed and
took the brush herself.

"Bend you don't. Help | will," she smled.

"Yes, thank you," replied Kira. The tail was soon conbed out. Just as
Ancrysta was about to leave, Kira slid her hand across one of the straps to
her harness.

"Ancrysta? Do | have to wear this harness all the tinme?"

"Night time only. Second focus it is. Faster change Kira it will"

"Thank you," Kira replied with relief. It was one thing to wear the
thing at ni ght when no one could see her and another thing to run around
nearly nude in the thing all day. Kira hung the harness on a peg above her bed
that she'd not noticed before, chose one of the delightful Geek silk dresses
in her closet, dressed and went out for breakfast.

At breakfast, Cassie brought up the apprenticeship again.

"Are you willing to be ny apprentice?"

"I hate school, you know. I'd be a lousy pupil."

"I don't think so. Last night proved that."

"l don't understand."

"Why did you wear nothing but the harness?"

"The magic."

"But the harness made you unconfortable."

"I felt naked. | al nost expected sonmeone or something to burst in with
a canera."

"Way not cover up then?"

"The magi ¢ woul d have been affected."

"How did you know that? | didn't tell you. Ancrysta and Diristy didn't
tell you."

"Well it's like the sugar and the tea. | guess | just thought that
magi ¢ wor ks best al one.™

"Just so. Lesson number one passed with flying colours."

"Ch wow. Could | really be your apprentice?"

"Any tine you want to sign the apprenticeship.”

"I think I want that very nuch."

"Excel l ent! After breakfast."

Kira ate in relative silence. She hoped she knew what she was getting
herself into. Still, to be able to do the magic Cassie obviously could woul d
be the neatest thing she could imagi ne. After breakfast, she and Cassi e headed
for the great front doors. Oddly enough, the entire househol d entourage
hopped, flew, ran, slithered, or whatever along with them This apprenticeship
thing was obviously a real big deal. Kira couldn't figure out where they were
going. After all, you needed a table, pen, and paper to sign. Didn't you?

As it turned out you didn't. There was a huge crystal set in an altar
of sorts in the mddle of the river. Cassie nerely floated out to it. The
others flew or seeningly wal ked on the water. That was inpossible, Kira knew
Regar dl ess, she thought to herself. Wthout the slightest hesitation, Kira
sinmply stepped out onto the river and was only mldly surprised to find
hersel f standing on a surface that felt |ike foamrubber. Kira sniled, as did
Cassie fromthe altar. She shrugged and wal ked across, watching the fish swim
beneath her feet. Lesson two?

"Excellent Kiral | half drowned when | was an apprentice. | didn't
trust the magic entirely. You will be an excellent apprentice."
"I ... uh ... thank you, | guess."

"I ndeed. The image crystal is before us.'
inits depths, trapped like a fly in anber.

Kira could see a young girl



"Who is she?" Kira asked and then | ooked over to Cassie. "She's you as
you were when you apprenticed?"

"Marvel ous. You are learning far faster than any | know of. You will be
atruly form dabl e sorceress.”

"l don't understand. It's obvious, isn't it?"

"Where do you see the simlarities?" Kira | ooked at the inmage in the
crystal and at Cassie several tines.

"I guess | don't really. Nothings the same. But there's a ... a..
Kira stopped, words failing her. Cassie nerely waited and Kira knew t his was
another lesson. "It's like there's a glow around the girl in there that's I|ike
the one around you. But it's not a glow either because | don't see it with ny
eyes. | don't quite know what to call it." Kira caught a slight smle on
Cassie's face. "You know it's kinda |ike those aura thingies that psychics
tal k about on TV and stuff. But it's not either. This is like trying to tel
someone who can't hear about rock music, you know. The words just don't work."

"You are quite right about that," Cassie smled again.

"I know |'m seeing your magic. That's what it is. But that neans each
person's magic is different. Howdo | learn then if nmy magic is different?"

"There are parallels between individuals but sonme things each must
| earn for thenselves."

"Ah. But how do | get into the crystal? | assume | nust to be
apprenticed. "

"Just your magi c essence nmust. The visual inmage you see is your magic's
interpretation of the essence trapped in the crystal."

"But how? Anot her |esson?" Cassie nerely smled. Kira | ooked at the
altar but could find no markings or controls. She wal ked around the crysta
but found no openings. She wondered if there were sone incantations she nust
make. Then it was her turn to smile. None of the magic Cassie had used around
her required incantations. She decided to joke a bit.

"(Qoga Booga," she intoned in a dark sepul chral tone. Ancrysta |aughed.

"Silly you are."

"I ndeed, " responded Cassie as she watched Kira's inage appear in the

crystal. "You didn't take very long. That is very good."
"It was rather obvious, wasn't it? Wth all the talk of magic essences
and all? | merely had to ... to ... you know, | don't quite know what | did.

But | did, didn't |?"

"You projected your essence. Mst take hours, sone even days."

"Real | y?" Al though Cassie had never lied to Kira, past experiences in
school left her alittle doubtful

"Very much so," responded Cassie.

"Kira apprentice," beamed Ancrysta. Kira's essence had strengthened in
the crystal to the level at which all with any magi c could see her inage.

"Yes," announced Cassie. "She's now ny apprentice.”

"Learn magi c she will?" asked Ancrysta.

"l ndeed!"

"When?" asked Kira

"You will finish your transformation and go to your Fred. Before you
| eave here, you will learn enough nmagic to return here when you are ready to
start your actual apprenticeship. But your past life calls you, too."

"I feel 1I'mtaking advantage of you," Kira said quietly. "You' re giving

me everything but it's all for something | may not do for years. It doesn't
seemfair."”

"Good. Very good. Fairness is nost inportant. But time isn't for nme as
you m ght assune."

"l don't understand. Tine is, well, tine, isn't it?" Kira had a
t hought. "Cassie, how old are you?"
"ad?"
"Li ke years, you know. "
"l knew the Greeks and M noans of old. | knew the Romans. | rode with

kni ghts on their crusades. | rode with the Janissaries. | was with British at



t he height of their enpire.”

"That's |ike thousands of years."

"Yes, and no."

"Time is flexible, somehow?" asked Kira. The answer felt right so she
went on. "Here? Is tine different here? O, it's the curtains! They link to a
tinme as well as a |ocation! Unbelievable!"

"Not unbelievable. But you are nobst correct. Tine is flexible and the
curtains link to other times. Some to your tinme, some to others?"

"Did you make them Cassie?"

"Alas, no. | could never understand their weaving fromny nentor. She
somet i nes despaired of ny | earning anything."

"Ch Cassie. You' re kidding. Right?"

"No. Look at the crystal." Kira saw a bright clear imge of herself. It
| ooked i ke a photograph except it glowed in a strange way.

"My image is clearer than yours was. Do the inmages degrade over tine?"

"No, Kira. The crystal holds themas they were projected perfect and
forever."

"But your inmge..."

"Yes, Kira. My immage was not strong. You will be a much nore powerful
sorceress than | ever could be."

“I'"'msorry."

"For what? It will be nmy greatest achievenment to be the mentor for such
a powerful sorceress. You will, one day, join the council. The group of five
whi ch understand all of Anarath knowl edge. | could not join them No woman
ever has for sone reason.”

n W]y?ll

"Wonren are all of about the same level in nagic. Each has small
variations in abilities but none yet has had the nagic to attain the highest
levels. Wth nen it's different. They have nmuch greater variation. Mst nen of
Anarath have little or no magic. But when a man has the magic it is as if he
has all of the magic of all the nen who had none."

"Conservation |ike?"

"I do not know. My nmentor did not have an answer. Perhaps you will find
that answer."
"I"'mnot that special, you know. | couldn't even get the man | wanted

wi t hout hel p. "

"You are not of Anarath either. That one of your race could be such a
strong focus is a great surprise. There are many different kinds of special as
wel I . Your super-nodels could not handle the magic even at the apprentice
| evel . Yet you use the magic easily. They could |ikely get any man they
desired, though."

"I think | understand. Maybe."

The entire entourage nmade its way back to the palace. Kira was quiet
the entire wal k back. Cassie knew she needed to think and left wthout
di sturbing her. Kira sat in the main hall on a pile of pillows thinking. Wen
Cassie returned sone hours later, Kira suddenly felt herself falling.

"Whoa!" she flailed as she bounced fromthe pill ows.

"Excellent, Kira! Qutstanding!"

"What happened?" asked a confused Kira.

"Levitation," Cassie shook her head renenbering her difficulty |earning
that skill.

"Say what ?" asked an incredul ous Kira. "Like those fakers and stuff?
Imp..." Then she smiled and shook her head. Levitation, indeed, and wi thout
courses or even thinking about it. Her shock of the day occurred when she
tried to stand, though. Her hips were huge! And she no | onger had feet! She
| ooked li ke a horse version of a satyr: Kira fromthe waist up and a horse
fromthe wai st down. Bal anci ng on hooves was difficult, though. Try as she
m ght, she'd topple over again and again. Cassie nmerely watched wi thout saying
a thing.

"Ch shit!" exclaimed Kira as the answer hit her



"Here no. Mess it will make," Ancrysta | ooked annoyed.

"Levitation," Kira frowned at forgetting the skill she'd just |earned.
She quickly learned to levitate just enough to bal ance and joi ned the evening
meal to Cassie's al nbst excessive praise. Kira found she was extrenely hungry
and was amazed at the anount of food she was able to eat. After the neal, Kira
turned to Cassie, a |ook of worry on her face.

"I's this normal ? | mean huge appetite? Suddenly hooves and all ?"

"It is early. | was not expecting this degree of change for two or
t hree days."
"Why t hen?"

"“Your own magic is pushing things along now It's |ike another battery
isinthe circuit. There is nore power and a faster change."

"I"'mnot sure | want a faster change. This magic stuff is wild! Really
wild' | really want to | earn nore. You know?"

"Indeed | do. But regardless of the anount of tinme it takes for your
change and the amount of time you spend back on Earth with Fred, you will
return here and find only a few days have passed."

"Ch wow "

"Wow, indeed."

Kira felt tired, extremely tired, and went to bed early. She wondered
about her harness and whet her she'd have to wear it. Her magic told her the
answer, of course. And she started to put it on. It didn't fit, though. Her
equi ne portions were too large for the harness. Kira | ooked at the harness and
wonder ed how she would be able to nake it fit. Because there were no tools
around, her first inpulse was to call for Cassie and get her to adjust the
harness. It seened that either the | ower part of the harness had to be made
| arger or renmoved entirely. She could see both possibilities clearly in her
m nd. Sonething told her nore changes were in store that night and that the
harness could not be nade to fit now and after the changes too. Once nore Kira
began to | ook around for a knife to cut away the | ower portion. Then she
| aughed. She realised that she was still thinking |like she was on Earth. She
held the harness in front of her and brought the trimed harness to mind
After several minutes, Kira found she couldn't just wish it. She wondered what
was speci al about the harness. She sonehow felt that she should be able to
wi sh its new shape. It was as she ran her fingers along the harness and turned
it over and side to side that she felt the magic in the thing. Once she had
its measure, she brought the image of the tri mmed harness to m nd

VWhen she opened her eyes, she found she was holding only the top half
of the harness. She sniled broadly as she got into the harness and conposed
herself for sleep. Another |esson? Perhaps or perhaps not. Cassie would tel
her in the norning.

CHAPTER 7
Quadr uped!

She awoke hungry and unconfortable. As she was getting dressed, she
di scovered the reason for her disconfort. She was pregnant! O at least it
| ooked |i ke she was eight nonths pregnant! How was this possible? Kira began
to panic. Cassie would be so disappointed with her. At breakfast, Cassie was
nore interested in her adjustnents to the harness the previous night.

"You were able to nodify a focus created by a nmore experienced
sorceress!”

"Cassie, I'm.."

"I was never able to break or nodify ny mentor's foci. You're doing it
after only a few hours of apprenticeship. That council had better watch out!"

"Sorry, but | need to..."

"What was it like? Howdid it feel ?"

"Cassie, I'm.."

"Never mind. You can't really tell me anyway. Each feels it their own
way. "

"But Cassie, | didn't, you know. | nean."



"You did nodify the harness. |I'mnot angry. |'mecstatic! You' re an
amazi ng apprentice, Kira. Sinply amazing"

"Cassie, I|..."

"You will be the nmost powerful sorceress ever! Wen you finish your
training with ne, you really nust go to the circle."

"Cassie! Dammit! |I'mpregnant!” Kira's eyes narrowed. "Mre magi c?"

"You' re not pregnant,
change. "

"What ?! Way didn't you tell me? ... The magic again!" Cassie nerely
cocked her head and sm | ed.

The day's surprises were not finished for Kira, however. She felt
anxious for sone reason. She felt nore confortable outside than inside. For
some reason Ancrysta followed her at a discrete distance. She'd never done
that before but Kira was too anxious to notice or care. About an hour before
their evening neal, Kira began to feel extrene pain in her huge but
not - pregnant belly. Ancrysta appeared suddenly by her side.

"Soon time is," she announced. "Hel p come soon."

"Ti me?" Kira gasped through her pain.

"Change tinme. Big change."

"Change?" asked an agoni sed Kira.

"Change yes. Help | get."

"No, don't go!" shrieked Kira to the retreating fairy. Wthin a few
nmonent s, however, Cassie and several servants stepped through shimering air
circles.

"Help me!" shrieked Kira.

"As nmuch as possible," replied Cassie. She touched Kira's belly and
then jerked back as if burned. "I amunable to read you," she said
i ncredul ously. "You're magic is preventing ne."

"I hurt!" Kira screaned.

"I feel your pain. W all do. The magic links us all. |I'mnot sure
can do anything." Cassie's eyes held a | ook of concern

"Stop the pain! Please!"

"I will do what | can," Cassie said calmy. "Try to drink this.” Kira
qui ckly quaffed the potion. Instead of a full stomach and the expected relief,
Kira felt her stomach was as enpty as before. Cassie's eyes were wide with
wonder .

"Tel eportation! The potion vanished after you drank it! Kira, |'m
sorry. | can do nothing."

"Hel p me! Use your mmagic! Please!"

"I can't. Your nmgic is too strong."

"What can | do?"

“I't will be over soon. Only a few nore mnutes."

Cassie's prediction was accurate. Only a few mnutes later, Kira watch
in panic and pain as two spindly forelegs tore free of her belly. Kira passed
out and vani shed.

"She's in her room" announced Cassie as she created a portal and she
and the entourage stepped through

Hal f an hour later, a pale Kira wal ked out of her room using her new
| egs. They were as long as her hind legs but were thinner than Kira's arns.
She found she had considerable difficulty Iearning to coordinate four |egs
i nstead of her usual two. She continually protested her |ack of appetite but,
in the end, Cassie's insistence wore her down. Once she started eating, her
appetite returned in force.

Her strength didn't last, though. She turned in very early that night.
O at least tried to. She couldn't find a confortable position to |ie down.
After half an hour, she got up and paced up and down by the bed worryi ng about
getting to sleep. Slowy the speed of her pacing | essened until she was
standi ng besi de the bed. The next mnorning, she awoke to find herself stil
standi ng besi de her bed. Centaurs must sleep the way horses sleep, standing
upright. She felt rested and decided it really didn't matter

Cassi e remarked of fhand. "Part of your shape



As she was arrangi ng her hair, she discovered another surprise. Her
ears were gone! Instead she had horse ears high up on her head.

"Well what did you expect?" she asked of no one. She fixed her hair as
well as the ears allowed. Then she used the hand mirror to get a | ook at her
equi ne hal f. Her body was all horse; of that there was no doubt. It | ooked
strangely conpl ete. At breakfast, she broached the subject with Cassie.

"I ndeed, dear. The proportions are correct. It's just the size that's

the problem You're a touch small yet but will growin size soon. Two days, |
guess, but it will probably be less than that."

"My magi c?"

"Exactly so?"

"Can | practice ny magi c back on Earth?"
"l suspect not."

"Wy not ?"

"Earth's mana field is weak. | nust come back here when | create
magi c. "

"But ny magic?"

"I't may be possible. | do not know. "

"Must | go?"

"Yes, dear. My contract with you is not conplete until you return to
Fred. Afterwards, it will be up to you when you return here."

"Where is here, Cassie?"

"Anarath, child. Anarath."”

"l understand."”

"Yes, | believe you do."

CHAPTER 8
Earth

Kira conpl eted her devel opnent early by that evening, in fact. Kira was
so fascinated by magic that she was convinced she'd go to Fred, call hima
jerk, and imrediately return to Cassie. It didn't quite work out that way.

Kira appeared beside the straw bales in Fred's horse barn wearing a
Greek dress suitable for her new form Kira could tell it was early norning by
the blue-grey light com ng through the wi ndow She stood beside the bales,
calmy waiting for Fred. This wouldn't take |long, that was certain.

Fred entered the barn whistling after a few nonents, he caught sight of
the profile of her upper body and face. Hi s face hardened.

"All right Kira. | see you," he said in exasperation. "How did you get
in here?"

"There's ways," Kira replied. She was sure Fred woul dn't understand
tel eportation.

"Come down off those bales. I'Il take you home." He had the usua
exasperated | ook he reserved for her. Wien Kira was slow to respond, he wal ked
toward her. "And that fancy dress won't make any difference either. Shouldn't
be in a horse barn anyway."

"I"'mnot on any bales," she snmled as she began to wal k out from behind
the half wall. Fred, when he heard the clopping of a horses hooves, quickly
| ooked left and right to see which of his fillies had gotten out of her stall.
H s worry was apparent. Because he was scanning all around the barn, he m ssed
t he nmonent when Kira stepped fromthe darkness of the straw bales into the
well-1it centre of the barn. When his gaze returned to Kira, his eyes w dened.
He couldn't believe his eyes at all. Kira watched as he blinked, closed his
eyes, and then opened themagain. H's pupils had becone very | arge and dark
Kira just smled.

"You're ... you're beautiful," was all he nanaged.

"I love you too," she smled and nmeant it. She would live two lives
now. The first as Fred's centaur dream worman. That woul d be exciting, Kira
decided. And after that? Anarath and Cassie. Bitchin'!

H S MERW FE



Gllian and WIly had been sweethearts for quite a while before they
t hensel ves knew it. All their colleagues at work knew of their grow ng
attachment |ong before they did. There were the usual pools as to when they'd
go on their first date, when they'd marry, everything. They thensel ves, of
course, remained blissfully unaware of their own grow ng attachment.

Oh, | should let you in on sonething. WIlly and Gllian weren't
hi gh- school sweethearts or anything like that. They'd met at work when both
were assigned to the sanme project. Gllian was the technical witer
responsi ble for a readable users manual and WIly was one of the projects many
i npl enenters. He'd been assigned to help Gllian |learn the new program wel |
enough to wite the manual

Manual witing isn't the easiest of tasks. The programrers (and WIlly
was one of those) knew all the details of the program but spoke their own
techni cal |anguage. G llian, though one of the best technical witers in the
conpany, didn't understand the term nology nearly as well. It meant |ong hours
as WIlly denonstrated the program s capabilities again and again.

Over the nmonths, they'd becone closer. They discovered that they had
many shared interests. There was their |love of art, for exanple and
particularly nermaid and fairy art. Not that they considered thenselves a
couple, for in their own mnds, they were good friends with many shared
interests only. To everyone el se, they had already become a couple, hence al
of the surreptitious pools.

Eventual ly, to the delight of npbst (except maybe a few of the losers in
the first date pool), they did go on a date. WIlly, not a terribly
denonstrative person at the best of times, was nearly scared off by the calm

announcement that Gllian's departnent had them marri ed al ready and were just
awai ti ng the announcenent of fornalities.
WIlly, though, was resilient and timdly asked GIllian out several nore

times. Soon they were going on dates twi ce weekly in addition to working
closely together on their joint project. The nonths passed and soon all of the
dates in the weddi ng pool were things of the past. New dates were (secretly,

of course) chosen but, in the end, it took a conference that saw t hem apart
for two weeks that brought things to a head.

VWen WIly returned, he imredi ately headed for Gllian's office. He
knew G llian would be there even though it was well after her official
quitting time. The final draft of the |latest user nanual had to be ready in a
week and nearly a nmonth before the original deadline. He surprised her by
conm ng up behind her and giving her a big hug.

"I mssed you nore than | can say," he stanmered.

"I mssed you too, you crazy," was her reply. She inclined her cheek to
accept the kiss he placed there.

"I, uh, have sonething for you." He shyly extended a large box. Gllian
turned and hugged hi m

"You didn't have to do that," she murnured in his ear

"I did. | thought of you constantly at the conference. | |ove you, you
know." WIly had never been able to say those words. He'd hinted at them he'd
bluffed his way around them but he'd never actually said them Gllian, the

nore verbal of the pair, was at first speechless. Then she smiled and ki ssed
himfull on the lips.

"I love you too," she threw her arns around himand held the hug and
ki ss for several wonderful nonments

"I'"ve somet hing el se for you, too," he announced after a few m nutes.
Yet anot her package appeared fromthe | arge bag he had behind him It was a
| ovel y Chi nese paper parasol. Gllian, who collected Chinese art pieces of al
ki nds, grinned. After carefully unwapping it, she opened it. It wasn't the
usual cheap knockoff either. This one was clearly hand made and very well put
t oget her.

"It's beautiful." WIIly accepted her affection again. Then he reached
into the bag yet again. "Wat nore have you got in there, Santa?" Gllian
gri nned.



"It's just a small stuffie," he hedged. Gllian collected stuffed
animals, too, and Wlly knewit. It was a small nermaid bear with a silvery
tail just the way Gllian's |oved her mermaids.

"Ch, WIlly. It's wonderful. You didn't have to."

"I love you," he announced again al nost as an explanation for his
gifts.

"I know," she smiled at him She raised a quizzical eyebrow as he
reached one last tine into the bag.

"Can you, uh -- that is, have you had supper?" he asked nervously.

"As it happens," she replied. "No. Have you somewhere in m nd?"

"Can | nake it a surprise?" he asked shyly. She got up, |ogged off her
conputer and gave himher arm He, ever the gentlenman, hel ped her into her
coat then they wal ked armin-armto the el evator

His surprise was far nore that Gllian could ever have expected. D nner
was at one of the local theatre-restaurants. After a wonderful play and a
wonderful ly decadent neal, G llian was stunned when the spotlights came on
again. The cast of the play sauntered over to their table carrying a huge rol
of paper. Taking a deep bow, they unfurled a 15 nmeter |ong decorated scrol
reading "WIIl you marry ne?" WIly, a small box in hand, was on his knee
besi de her chair. Throwi ng her arns around him she answered through tears of
joy, "Yes." The ring was a beauty, just the kind of ring she'd have chosen. It
was apparent WIly had been paying attention on their shopping trips.

Their weddi ng was set for 14 nonths later. Gllian was a vision in
shimering white, WIly stunning in a black tuxedo. The nusic and cerenony
were a heady mx that left the newl yweds conpletely overwhel mred. The dance and
di nner left them exhausted, so exhausted that they fell asleep in each others
arms in bed after they relaxed in the hot tub in the bridal suite for |ess
than ten m nutes. Their honeynoon had been planned around the ending of their
| atest project so they delayed their departure nearly three weeks.

They packed their suitcases and waited nearly twenty mnutes for the
cab to the airport. That the driver was late didn't bother them They're
happi ness at a three-week cruise and all that wonderful tine together glossed
over such mnor details.

The driver was a naniac. He seenmed to be in an insane hurry to get them
to the airport. WIly becanme concerned and asked the man to take nore care. He
did sl ow down for a few m nutes but was soon back to weaving through traffic
at breakneck speeds. Their worst fears were soon realized. The cabbie ran a
light and, to Gllian's horror, she watched as a fully | oaded 18-wheel er
swerved to miss them The cab missed but the second of three trailers
jackkni fed on top the cab, pinning themin an all but totally destroyed
vehicle. The firefighters and paranmedics had WIly out in twenty m nutes but
Gllian took considerably |onger

Weeks later, WIly awakened. He hurt everywhere. He saw tubes | eadi ng
fromhis arnms to IV bags hung overhead. Someone in a white |ab coat was
eval uating him

"You're awake," a nale voice on the other side of his bed stated.
"Excel lent!"

"Gllian?" was all he could say.
"She survived and is in ICU " the voice announced. WIly switched his
gaze and waited while his eyes focused on a face. "I'mDoctor Killiard. |'m

t he surgeon who put you back together."
"Uh, thanks. |Is she?"

"She was hurt pretty badly. I'Il have soneone check on her status for
you though. You, on the other hand, will likely be out of here in a few days.
You' || be much bruised and be nmoving slowy for a few weeks but you'l

recover."

"Thanks, Doc. What happened?"

"The truck overturned on the cab. Your cabbie, by the way, is under
arrest. He was hi gh on anphetam nes and God knows what else. Hi s insurance
wants to settle out of court, of course. |1'd get a good | awer. They deserve



to be blown away for letting their drivers get into that kind of state.”

"Thanks, I'Il do that," WIly was still nmore concerned about Gllian's
injuries than about mere legal issues. The doctor signaled to the nurse and
held a conference in a | ow voice just outside his hearing in the hall

True to the doctor's prediction, though, WIlly was soon up and about.
He started with short jaunts up and down the hall to regain his strength but
soon extended his range. His first act, as soon as he was able, was to visit
Gllian. She was badly hurt and still in the I1CU He held her hand and tal ked
to her, his heart aching. He read to her and cried, his heart breaking.
Eventual ly, he left the hospital but returned to visit his beloved often

The nonths that followed were filled with days of great happi ness and
despondency. WIly was soon healed and Gllian transferred to a normal ward.
But her damage was severe. She'd never wal k again and she'd | ost the use of
her right arm There was damage to her left armas well and she'd never have
the full use of it again. The insurance conpany did settle out of court and
the settlement was i nmense. The insurance conpany for the cab conpany, faced
with a synmpathetic plaintiff, settled for a sumthat |eft the young coupl e set

for life. Gllian, though, remained in a coma and WIlly woul d have gl adly
traded all the nmoney for Gllian back and whol e agai n.

WIlly had taken to reading the | atest nedical advances in hopes that
there woul d be sone way that GIllian mght be cured. There were nunerous

experimental treatnments that offered sone hope. Sone even provided some mi nor
i mprovenents but nothing produced the cure he so desperately wanted. Al though
he didn't have to work, he did to take his mnd of off Gllian. He becane
interested in the new Alternity Project the conpany was working on. There
were, it seemed nmany alternate realities. Some were so different fromthis
uni verse that nothing could survive there. Ohers were extrenely sinilar. One
of the nobst promi sing was a world that the discoverer had named "Atlantis".

Atlantis was a water world. Its continents were conpl etely subnerged
and it had fewreally deep ocean areas. The only problemwas that nornal
humans woul d have a hard tinme living there. They set up a few deep-sea m ni ng
dones and t hese made enough noney to keep the portal open but, without
changes, it would never really turn a profit.

The di scovery that mcroscopic robots called nanites could be
programed to nmodify living creatures into new forns was the breakthrough of
the century. It even netted the devel opers a joint Nobel Prize. The first
vol unteers for Atlantis were remade into fornms that made Atlantis a paying
proposition. The colony on Atlantis was soon in the hundreds as couples

vol unteered fromaround the world to join the col onization effort.
* * * %

At first, WIlly didn't think of nanites as a solution to Gllian's
injuries. He thought of the Atlantis colony as a wonderful adventure, of
course. He imagined he and Gllian swiming in the warmwaters of the new

wor |l d and hel ping create the new world. He'd have left it at that had he not
sat next to one of the design group fromthe nanite research group at |unch
He overheard themtal ki ng about how the nanites even fixed m nor problens and
seemto make the vol unteers biologically younger during the conversion
process.

Usi ng his connections, he quickly arranged an interview with the head
of the nanite research group. After the usual pleasantries, he cane directly
to the point.

"You know that ny wife's in a comp," he asked. It was common know edge
and Dr. Finian just nodded. "Wuld the nanites help her?"

"I don't know," he replied candidly. "We've only dealt with healthy
vol unteers before."

"I've heard runors that nanites repair damage."

"Well," the doctor hedged. "M nor things only, superficial details
really. We've had cases of scars di sappearing, mnor blen shes vani shing, even
one case of vision being corrected.”

"But you've only had healthy people to work with."



"Well yes, but -- "

"You don't know then?"

"You're right in that. It's just never been tried with anyone as
severely injured as Gllian."

"But there's a chance?"

"Well, yes. A chance but --

"What would it cost?"

"It's not the cost. You know that. If you were both healthy, all you'd
have to do is volunteer."”

"So | volunteer. I'Il sign for Gllian."

"But it's never been done. It's just not in the protocol."

"Damm the protocol. If there's a chance she'll awaken and be able to
nove, it would be worth it."

"But you'd have to -- "

"Vol unteer, too? What of it? They need good technical people of al
kinds in the colony. I know that as well as anyone here."

"But if it didn't work, she'd end up -- "

"No worse than she is now Still unconscious, still in a coma.”

"I couldn't take the authority. 1'd need someone to authorize it."
W1 1ly nodded.

“I"1l get that authorization,"” was all WIly said.
* * * %

He did, of course. He had to sign all kinds of |egal waivers, of
course. Even if the process failed, he couldn't sue them He accepted that as
he signed the fornms to begin the process. He insisted though that his
conversion be delayed until the results for GIllian were known. He mi ght have
to take care of an invalid mermaid and couldn't see hinmself doing that if he
had a fish tail, too

Sitting down with the Dr. Finian he began the chore of conpleting all
t he necessary paperwork. Once he'd signed everything, he was presented with a
choi ce he hadn't thought he'd have to make.

"Choose her new forn? | thought there was only one,"” he frowned.

"Hardly. W had no way of know ng what would work best. W created
several based on various sea creatures.”

"Li ke what ?"

"We started with mammal s: dol phins and seals. W' ve been trying others
now. Sharks, rays, octopi, various reef fish. Let me show you," he said
leading WIlly to a large nonitor. There he saw each of the forms. Sonme were
beautiful, others he found disquieting sonmehow. There were only a few that he
could see his beloved as: a dol phin, a seal or one of the reef fish. But none
were really satisfactory. When it becane apparent that none of them caught
WIlly's fancy, Dr. Finian shrugged "There's a new one, but it's not been
approved yet. They're still working on the nanite prograns in devel opnent."”

VWhat he saw took his breath away. It |ooked just |ike the painting
Gllian had done as a teenager of her "perfect" nmermaid. Fromthe long thin
l[ines of the tail, to the wide fish-like fins, fromthe hip and forearmfins
to the crest on her head, this was Gllian's nernaid.

"That's the one," he whispered.

"Don't you want to see the male version?"

"No, not really. Just so Gllian is healed and | can be with her."

"It's not guaranteed. | have to stress that. And this one's not been
conpletely tested yet."

"How | ong?"

"Si x weeks, maybe nore."

"This one it is. When you are ready, we'll be ready. Please keep ne
i nformed. Thanks ever so much”

"I will do that," the man shrugged. They di scussed other matters for a

while and then WIlly left, happier than he had been in a long tine. Yes, he
knew it was a bit of a long shot. He knew, too, he might end up with a
paral yzed nermaid for a wife. But he couldn't just sit and do nothing. Doing



somet hing was better than waiting for a cure that m ght not happen
* * * %

The next nine weeks were hell. After the first five weeks, WIly could
not resist a daily call to the nanite project to find out how his mermaid was
testing out. Each tinme he heard of new problens and progress, sonetines nore
of one than the other. Eventually, though, the nanites passed nuster and they
wer e ready.

WIlly had Gllian transferred fromthe ward at the hospital into the
transformation quarters at the Alternities project building. There were
several other couples present going through transformation and training at the
same time. After the formal signing of the contracts, they were escorted to
various places to await the fitting of the nanite contai nment suits. They
woul d be monitored for several days until the nanites had been nonitored to
ensure they were doing their jobs.

WIlly had paid little attention to the part about a common room Hi s
only concern was G llian and he felt he'd spend little time socializing. He
gl owered at the underling who brought in Gllian's contai nnent suit and
offered to help get Gllian into it. The underling dropped off the suit and
beat a hasty retreat. WIly unpacked it and stretched it out on the bed beside
Gllian. The suit was of a shiny, rubber-like material and in the shape of the
mermaid G llian would beconme. There were also two sleeves for her forearns and
a cap-like cover for the top of her head. It worried WIlly somewhat that the
suit was bright blue and yellow instead of the colors he'd selected. The nurse
on duty smled as she informed himthat the suit wasn't the color of the fina
form

He assumed it would be difficult to get Gllian into the costune,
renenbering a Catwoman outfit she'd worn one Hall oween that had taken nearly
an hour to get into (and out of). Surprisingly, the fabric stretched easily
and slid up her body with [ittle resistance. Wien she was in the costunme, she
lay there, looking Iike a one of those rubber costune fetish nernmaids he'd run
across on the Internet. She was very beautiful to his eyes even in the strange
costume. Follow ng the instructions, he slid the forearm sl eeves on and pl aced
the cap on her head and aligned it carefully. He then stood back, not quite
knowi ng what to expect.

* * * %

WIlly had been told in the nmany neetings by the doctor in charge but
had been so concerned about Gllian that it had slipped by him He waited,
wanting the nanites to do something instantly. Hoping, alnost insanely, for a
mracl e. Nothing happened for what seemed hours. Finally, he becane worried
and signal ed the nurse.

"Why aren't you in containnent, too?" she asked puzzl ed.

"I"'mwaiting until Gllian gets better."
"But you won't notice anything for a week, maybe even two. If you
aren't changing with her, it'll be harder for you."

"l have to wait until she's better before | start,
firmess that brooked no argunent.

he replied with a

"Why don't you go hone? You can visit tomorrow. We'll take good care of
her."

"Can | stay?"

"Yes, certainly. There is a roomfor the two of you prepared, of
course. It's just that everyone else will be in the containment suits. You'l

feel mghty out of place."

"I just want to be with her. W were on our honeynoon when the acci dent
happened. "

"I"msorry about that, | really am | sure hope this works for you. Can
| give you a hand getting her to your roon?" WIly nodded and the nurse soon
returned with a wheelchair. WIly lifted his unresisting wife into the chair.
The nurse strapped her in and they chatted all the way to the roons.

"Call me when you have her in her bed," she called as she left. "I"'ll
pi ck up the chair.



"Thanks," responded WIlly automatically.
* * * %

He lifted her into the bed. There was sonethi ng odd about the way her
legs felt near her hip. There seemed to be sone kind of extra bunps in places
he was sure there hadn't been any before. He put it down to his own exhaustion
and went to bed forgetting to page the nurse to pick up the wheel chair. Not
wanting to disturb Gllian's sleep, he made up the single bed beside her. His
dreans were troubled by GIllian with a fishtail instead of |egs hating him
forever because he didn't beconme a nerman and live with her

He awoke in a cold sweat. The sky through the skylight was still dark.
Sonet hi ng had changed, that nuch he knew. He didn't know what but he sensed
somet hing had in some way. He turned on the bedside |ight and | ooked around.
The door was still closed. The runpl ed sheets and the bl anket on his bed stil
seened the sanme. Nothing at all had changed that he was inmedi ately aware of.
He was about to put it down to a bad dream when he | ooked over at his wife.
She'd roll ed over in her sleep! Mnths had passed and she'd not noved. Nurses
had had to turn her regularly to prevent bedsores. Now she'd noved on her own!

Frantically, he scranbled for the call bell. He had to be sure. Had a
nurse turned her while he slept or had she really moved on her own? Wthin a
few nonents, the night nurse let herself into the room

"I's there a probl enP"

"Did you turn her?" WIly asked w thout any preanble.

"No. She's not due for..." her voice trailed off. "She's noved.
Wonderful!" she sniled a wide smle. "I've got to page the doctor." She |eft
the roomwith WIly followi ng close on her heels. Wthin a few nminutes, two
doctors stepped off the el evator

"...too soon. W won't be seeing nerve regeneration for days yet if it
occurs at all," the younger one announced pontifically.

"If she's turned herself, then the process is starting. These nanites
could be the regenerative breakthrough we've been hunting for for any nunber
of injuries and di sease.”

"But creating the pattern is the problem You know that."

"I ndeed, mernmaids are one thing. People have no expectations as to what
the mermaid tail will look like in any detail. But recreating their own | ost
linbs..." he noticed the nurse and Wlly. "M. Thonmpson?" he asked.

"Call me WIly. Is she healing?"

"It's too soon," the younger one snapped.

“"I'mDr. Harris. Call me Ted. And this is ny research assistant, Dr.
Hari kart."

"Lin," the younger man said extended his hand. WIly shook it
automatical | y.

"He's under the inpression that the nanites wouldn't be able to decode
your wife's genetic code so quickly. It usually takes days before anything
even starts to happen.”

"There's a strange bunp at the bottom of her spine at her hip, too."
WIily put into words what he'd felt earlier when he'd lifted her into bed.

"Caudal devel opnent can't happen so soon?" puzzled Dr. Harikart. "That
shouldn't be." Dr. Harris nerely nodded

"May | exam ne her?" he asked.

"OfF course,"” WIlly felt an instant liking to Ted Harris. He wasn't so
sure about Lin Harikart.

He found hinmself surprised and |l eft behind as Dr. Harris half ran into
the room He quickly lifted Gllian and felt along her spine from her chest
downwards. Miuch to WIly's surprise he kept going until he was nearly half way
down her thighs.

"Caudal devel opnent," he announced calmy. Dr. Harikart pushed past
him his eyes denying the assessnent and repeated the pal pati on. He shook his
head in surprise.

"That's unprecedented," was all he could say.

"WIlly, I want you to feel along your wife's spine just as | did. Do



you notice anything el se?"

WIlly felt carefully along her spine just as the doctor had, wondering
what he was supposed to be feeling for. There were some strange bunps al ong
t he spine near her hips as well as a rubbery and totally unexpected section
bet ween her thighs.

"There's bunps, here," he pointed to her back

"Her dorsal fin is starting to develop already. This is very early but
maybe her injuries and coma may have something to do with it. Less resistance
from her body's defenses. Wio really knows. Nanite reconstruction is a science
inits infancy."

"I can't see that as a possibility,” Dr. Harikart protested. "Conscious
state has never been identified as a contributing factor in any past study."

"What other possibility is there then?" Dr. Harris asked, |ooking at

his assistant. Hi s expression was one of give nme a better explanation. "It's
too early to say," Lin Harikart stated as he backed down.
"I ndeed?" Dr. Harris smiled. "I believe this amazing change is an

excellent sign." He turned to the nurse. "I want 24 hour nonitoring of Ms.
Thonpson. This maybe nothing but | want to know. Keep a novenent record and
"Il schedule a full scan when the di agnostics people conme on in the norning.

M. Thonmpson, WIlly, get sone sleep. You'll need it in the norning. There's a
lot to do."

After they'd left, the nurse came in with a pill in a cup. "Wth all
the excitement, | thought you mght need this. Dr. Harris always | eave

standing orders for nmld sleep aides for the first few days of transfornmation
Many volunteers are too keyed up to sleep." WIly was reluctant at first. He
sel dom t ook nedications unless he really needed it. Later, when sleep refused
to come, he changed his nmind and took the pill

The next norning, he noticed with delight that Gllian had noved
several times during the night. The bl ankets were runpl ed everywhere and her
armwas up by her head just as he renenbered her sleeping before the accident.

He got dressed and touched her hand. The armwas no |onger flaccid and
| oose. There was a resistance now, however slight. In his heart, he knew she
was healing. He dared hope again that he'd have her back again. He nmade his
way quickly to the cafeteria and took a tray. The breakfast was appetizing for
a change rather just fuel to keep going. On his way back, he net another
coupl e in wheelchairs. He recogni zed their shapes fromthe pictures he'd been
shown. They'd chosen dol phin tails.

"I'"'mGeta. How s your wife?" she asked.

"I..." Wlley stuttered a nonent wondering how they'd heard so soon
about G lIian.

"I'mWI| helm" responded the man. "W heard she was sick or hurt."

"She's been in a coma for nonths. A car accident,” WIly replied. Then
he held out his hand. "I'mWIly."

"CGood to neet you," Geta replied. "Way did you volunteer then if she
was so sick?"

"The nanites may cure her. At least they won't nake it any worse."

"But isn't that risky?"

"Yes. But we've tried all the traditional approaches. There was no
ot her option."

"I's it working?" WIhel masked.

"I think so. Well, hope so, anyway," WIIly smled. "She noved | ast
night." Geta | ooked puzzled. "She's been paral yzed since the accident and
hasn't been able to nove at all."

"That is good news!"

"I hope it is. | hope you don't mnd but..."

"You want to get back to her?" G eta asked kindly.

"Well, yes."

* * * %

WIlly turned to wal k out and was hail ed by anot her couple. He couldn't
tell what kind of fish their |egs were being reshaped into. Their tail |ooked



like a bundl e of bunpy ropes instead of any fish he'd ever seen

"I'mTimand this is ny wife, Rita," he introduced them "Your wife's
getting better?" he asked.

"Some changes," WIIly backpedaled. "Can | talk |later please? They're
taki ng her to diagnostics and | need to be there."

"I understand," he smiled and waved himtowards the door. WIly half
ran fromthe roomand nmet an intern pushing his wife on a gurney.

"Can | tag al ong?" he asked hopefully.

"Well, uh, it would be better if..." he was interrupted by the nurse at
the duty station, who was shaking her head affirmatively. "Sure, why not."

WIlly followed the gurney to an el evator, down eight floors and into
t he di agnostics area. They quickly transferred Gllian, suit and all, onto a
flat table. She was quickly strapped down and the scan started. Ten ni nutes
| ater, the scan conpleted, she was bundl ed back onto the gurney. Dr. Harris
and Dr. Harikart met them outside the roomat the nursing station.

* * * %

"The first results are amazing. She is devel opi ng a caudal appendage
nearly a week ahead of schedule. There's evidence of nanite activity all up
and down her spine. We're putting her on an increased energy and protein diet.
The sustai ner sprays we've been using won't be enough to handle this kind of
growm h," Dr. Harikart enthusiastically gushed. WIly's puzzled | ook caused Dr.
Harris to smle

"She's growing her fish tail nearly a week ahead of our predictions.
Her spine is being fixed by the nanites at an accelerated rate. W' re going to
have to feed her nore so she can keep on healing."

"She'll get better?" WIly could hardly believe what he was hearing.

"I think there's a good chance she will. It's alittle too early to
tell just how nuch inprovement there will be, though."

* * * %

WIlly spent the rest of the day with Gllian. He held her hand and
tal ked about anything and everything. Near evening, he noticed yet another
change. Her eyes were noving rapidly underneath her cl osed eyelids instead of
being still as they usually were. He quickly went for the nurse who
i medi ately contacted the doctors.

"REM " he concluded after a few seconds of observation

"I's that serious?" worried WIly.

"Hardly," cane the snug response of Dr. Harikart. "The nanites are
stinmulating her neural cortex. Part of the transformative process is the sleep
| earning the nanites induce in the subject.”

"Sorry?" WIly was confused.

"She's dreani ng about being a nmermaid,"” was the dry comment fromthe
nurse who' d just entered the room She didn't like the technical approach of
Dr. Harikart.

"Well, yes," he snapped. "How el se will she | earn her new neural
pat hways?" He nodded col dly, nade a short notation on Gllian's chart and
left.

"What's with hinP"

"He's a researcher not a real healer," came the sonewhat caustic reply
fromthe nurse.

"What did he nean exactly?"

"I"'mno expert, mnd you," began the nurse.

"I understand, Helen," WIly read her name fromthe nametag she wore.
"Tell me what you can, please.™

"I"'ve seen four groups go through this ahead of you now, " she started.
"As | understand it, what happens is that the nanites use the nerves, bone and
nmuscl e other tissues in the legs to build the new body. That neans creating
new bones, muscles, nerves and everything else. If the volunteer had to | earn
on their own how to handl e the new body, it would nean physical therapy. Lots
of it, too. It would be an unbelievably long tine, years maybe, before they'd
be able to use their new body. Maybe nonths al yway."



"But the groups aren't that far apart. The filmwe watched said the
whol e process only takes ei ght weeks or so."

"That's true. Some of the nanites don't rebuild muscles and bones. They
rewire your nerves, spine and brain. | believe that's why Gllian's recovering
so fast. The damage to her spine was so severe that there wasn't anything that
needed to be taken apart before the nerve nanites could start rebuilding her
spi ne and brain."

"The dreans then?"

"Sinmply building the nmuscles and nerves up isn't enough. You learned to
swimas a child, right?" Wen WIly nodded, she went on. "You had to practice
your swinmming to get good at it, right?" Again WIly nodded. "The new nuscl es,
bones and nerves are sonething Gllian's never had before. Like anything new,
she'll have to learn how to use them Before the nanites, it would have neant
physi ot herapy and unl earning how to use the |l egs and | earni ng the new nuscl es.
My guess is that the nanites trigger the dreanms to |let you | earn how to use
your new body."

"Wel| described,"” cane Dr. Harris's voice. WIlly startled. "And
accurate, as well. | think I'Il have to get you to do the descriptions for the
next video. The current one is confusing to nost of our volunteers."

"Thanks, Ted," the nurse sniled. Ted was sonmeone she could work with

easily.

"Now | understand Gllian's dream ng," he said kindly. "That is a very
good thing to hear. It neans the nanites in her spine are nearly finished
their work. 1'd not thought it possible so quickly but | believe in nmiracles.

The fastest we've seen before is ten days. She's nearly a week ahead of that
tinetable."”

"I's that good?" WIIly asked, suddenly worried.

"It's fast but good or bad, |I honestly don't know, " Dr. Harris stated

calmy. "We'll just have to watch her and nake sure." He placed his hand on
WIly's shoulder. "I'msure everything will be fine."

"So it's okay for her to dream so soon?" WIIly asked.

"I'f the nanite programis to that stage, | can't see why it would be a
probl em"

"WIl she wake up?"

"I believe she will. | can't think any reason why she won't continue to
recover. |If she continues to inprove as she has, she m ght even awaken

t onmor r ow. "
* * * %

WIlly could scarce believe his ears. After nonths of his bel oved
Gllian lying in bed still as a statue, she'd be returned to himso soon. He
slunped to the bed and began to cry.

"It's been many | ong nonths, hasn't it?" asked Helen quietly.

"Too many," WIly answered through his tears. She placed her hand on
his arm providing support while WIly's pent up enotions spent thenselves in
tears. After several minutes, WIly | ooked up and staunched his tears.
"Sorry," he apol ogi zed.

"Al'l part of your healing,"” Dr. Harris warnly stated. "You have as much
healing to do as Gllian in many ways." WIlly frowned, he thought he'd handl ed
t he whol e accident very well. "You may want to talk to sone of our staff
psychol ogi sts. They'll help you, if you want. You've had a rough enotiona
ride the past nonths."

"I don't need..."

Hel en shook her head slowy.

"Maybe | will do at that,” WIly finished. "It's just that..." he had
trouble finishing his sentence.

"l do understand," Helen touched his shoul der again. "She is very
special to you. You'd hoped for a marriage and children and a shared life.
Then the accident took it away. Well, now the nanites are going to give sone
of that back."

"Some?" WIly was puzzled and a bit hurt.



"You're moving away fromthe rest of your famly and friends. Atlantis
isn't exactly downtown anywhere yet."

"But we'll be together."
To WIlly, that had been all that had ever really mattered. He'd have
been happy anywhere G llian was regardl ess of where.

"Yes, you will,"” Dr. Harris announced fromG|lian's bedside.
"WI1ly?" asked a weak voice.

"Gllian!" WIly was on his feet in a flash and by her side. "You're
back!"

"Back?" came Gllian's puzzled response.

"The accident. Al those nmonths."

"Acci dent ?" she asked puzzl ed.

"You and WIlly were in an accident. You' ve been in a coma for quite a
while."

"WIly? You' re okay?" G llian asked weakly.

"I am now. "

"How | ong?"

"Nearly eight nonths," Wley snmled and reached over to hug her

"Eight?" she tried to get up. "I can't nmove ny legs," she said
horrifi ed.

"You were paral yzed. You couldn't nove at all," WIIley explained stil
hol di ng her.

"Paral yzed? How?"

"The cabbi e busted you up pretty good. You couldn't nove anythi ng bel ow
your head."

"But | can nove now," she raised her armnmonmentarily. She caught sight
of the blue rubber tube on her armwith its fin of bright yellow "Wat's
thi s?" she asked puzzl ed.

"Your only hope..." began WIly. She shifted her weight and her tai
fl opped over the edge of the bed.
"What is this ... this costune?" she denmanded.

"It's not really a costume,” Dr. Harris interrupted. "Your husband
convinced us that the only way to heal you was to join the Atlantis project.”

"The what ?"
"An alternate universe. A water world," began WIly trying to explain.
"But the costunme?" G Illian was becom ng agitated.

"It's a containnent suit for micro-machines that are rebuilding you to
live in Atlantis,"” Dr. Harris expl ai ned

"As what ?" she was becom ng increasingly angry. "Some kind of freak?"

"No. One of the colonists,” Helen interrupted. "You guys get out of

here. We girls have sonme talking to do. W'll neet you in the cafeteria when
we're done WIlly, after I've explained things to Gllian here."

Gllian still |ooked angry but acqui esced.

"I and uh -- " WIly protested. He wanted tine with G1llian now that
she was awake but Dr. Harris led himto the door of the room "I'Il talk
| ater, okay?" Gllian just frowned.

* * * %

Sone tine later, Helen brought Gllian out in a wheelchair. Gllian was

smling but still had a slightly puzzled | ook on her face.

"Why the mermai d?" she asked when WIlly hurried over.

"W both | ove nmermaids and the picture they showed me was perfect. |f
you had to change into sonmething else to get well, | knew that mermai d woul d
t he best choice possible.”

"Dr. Harris says you were waiting for me to heal before starting your
own change. You don't mind being a merman?"

"No. Not as long as I"'mw th you"

She smled a beautiful smle and held out her arms to him They hugged
for along time. The others in the cafeteria politely left them al one unti
t he next day when they insisted they be introduced. As Wlly hadn't really
gotten to know the others, he was hard pressed to put names to faces. In the



end, after nmuch good-natured kidding, everyone got to know everyone el se.
* * * %
The next day, WIly escorted GIllian to the diagnostic area again. He
was surprised to see only faint shadows on the scan where her |egs had been. A
wel | -defined spine ran fromthe base of her hips to the tip of the suit. There
were even some hints that rays were developing fromthe tip out into the
flukes on either side. It didn't take WIly long that night to di scover other

changes. G llian had the beginnings of a dorsal fin fromher buttocks to the
m ddl e of her thighs. It felt |like a rough conb all along her spine. She had a
pair of lunps at her hips, too. Wthin days, Gllian had made even nore

progress. Her armand head fin rays developed to the point that she could nove
t hem

Dr. Harris led both of theminto a conference room and showed themthe
record of her progress. Both were amazed. G llian was weeks ahead of schedul e
for sone reason and was ready for the final stage of her training as an
Atl antis col oni st.

"So | have to go into the big training pool?" she asked.

"There's so nuch you have to practice and learn to be able to handl e
Atlantis,” Dr. Harris said.

"Wthout me?" asked WIly nonplussed. After all these nonths, he'd
hoped to be able to spend sonme intimate tinme with his new wife.

"You could wait, of course," began Dr. Harris. "But I'd not recomrend
it. She needs to get used to swinmng to build up her new nuscles."

"Isn't there a pool or sonething?" WIIly asked.

"The only pool in this building is the small sw mmng pool off the
cafeteria and that's really too small to let her build her speed and
endurance. Only place large enough is the training pool,"” Dr. Harris stated.
"She's ready for that but you're not."

"What's the training pool?" Gllian wanted to know.

"It's a deep water pool just off shore," Helen responded. "The | ast
group of volunteers is still using it but there's roomfor one nore."

"But..." WIIly protested.

"I'f we wait? Then what?" asked G llian

"I really wouldn't advise that. Your nuscles are still weak from al
the tine you' ve been bed-ridden. You'll need to regain your original strength
and then strengthen your new nmuscles as well. Wien WIly gets to the sane
stage, your nuscles will still be weak otherwise. It mght be nonths before
the two of you would be ready to take the portal to Atlantis. If you go into
the training pool now, you'll have a three-week head start. That will nmean
that you and WIlly will likely be at the sane stage and not have to wait as
[ ong. "

"I understand but | want to spend tinme with ny husband,” G llian
protested. "W've so nuch to catch up on."

"We're not that cruel, you know," Helen said grinning. "He'll be able
to visit you. The training pool's connected to this building by an electric
trammay. The access tube fromthe reef conplex that services the pool is clear
and you will be able to see each other."

"You can also talk through the intercomsystem"” Dr. Harris added.

"Can we, you know, do nore than that?" G llian asked shyly.
"Sorry," Dr. Harris |aughed, know ng exactly what G llian wanted. "But
it will only be for a few weeks. Then you'll be together again."

"Can we have sone tine al one?" asked WIly.

"Certainly," Dr. Harris waved the others fromthe room

"It's been a long wait for you, hasn't it love?" Gllian sniled sadly.

"Yes and no," WIly smled. "You were there and | read to you, talked
to you, held your hand."

"But | didn't respond. So you were kind of just talking to yourself."

"No," WIly disagreed. "You were there. Sonehow, deep down, | knew
that. | just had to find a way to wake you up is all."

"Can you wait a few nore weeks?" she asked taking his hand.



"It's been eight nonths already,"’
aren't that nuch nore.”

"You won't mind then if?" she asked and her voice broke.

"You need to be strong. W can wait until | join you. I'll visit every
day, | promse."

"I believe you. You have waited at ny side for ne for so |long already.
I"'msorry | wasn't there for you."

"You were. You were just asleep, waiting for the right kiss from your
Prince."

He took her in his arns and denmonstrated. They slept together that
night for the first time since the accident. WIlly was very tentative; afraid
he'd hurt her. Instead of anything too strenuous, at first they just tal ked
and held each other. It wasn't until much later that their passion flared into
a sonething nore intense and enjoyabl e.

* * * %

The next day, Dr. Harris and Helen led Gllian and WIly to the
el evator that took themto the training pool's access tube. The two heal ers
understood fully when WIly asked to take Gllian to the alone into the access
tube. He pushed her wheelchair slowmy down the | ong glass tube. They held
hands as they | ooked out into the clear water at other couples enjoying the
wat er. The other couples were nuch farther along in their transformation as
Atlantis colonists. Seven pairs, wanting a | ook at their new roommates, soon
joined them outside the clear tube.

"I love you, Wlly," Gllian smled as she pulled himdown to her |eve
and gave him a big kiss.

"I love you, too," he replied, sad at having to | eave her yet again.

"Il wait, I will," she sniled at their courting phrase

"Me, too," WIly stopped by the hatch in the floor

He wal ked over to the hatch and pressed the rel ease catch. It whooshed
open, revealing a long tube half-filled with warm sea water. He hel ped her
from her wheel chair and carefully placed her tail over the edge of the water.
Both were reluctant to part. Finally, Gllian swished the water with her tail

"l should get in there, you know," she hedged.

"Yes, you should get in there," he replied.

"Gve nme a hug."

She reached for his neck. He wrapped her in his arns and gave her a
I ong kiss. There was a round of whistling over the intercomfromthe others
outside in the water. They'd forgotten the other denizens of the training poo
coul d see them

"Uh," stamered WIIly, never very denonstrative in his affection

"Help me into the water," she gave hima sad snile

He nodded and lifted her into the water. She | ooked up fromthe water
at himand smled broadly.

"It feels wonderful, you know. Hurry and get changed, WIly," she
teased. "The water's fine." She dove down and appeared outside the tube.

"You' re okay?" asked WIIly.

She ducked into a snall bubble attached to the tube. "I'mfine," came
her somewhat tinny response.

"I't's wonderful out here," she bubbled excitedly. "Just a second."

She dove fromthe bubble and swamrapidly to one of the other couples
and back again. They foll owed her and entered the tal ki ng bubble.

"I wanted to ask someone who'd been through it how long it usually
took," dGllian explained

“I'"'m Naom ," the beluga-mermaid waved to WIly. "It doesn't take |ong.
| was only topside for two weeks give or take a day."

“I"'m Kenneth," her mate introduced hinmself. "No nmore than a coupl e of
weeks is all."

"I'mglad to hear that," snmled WIly.

"Why aren't you in a suit, too?" asked Naom curiously. WIlly and
Gllian alternated in telling their tale. Wen they'd finished, Naom nodded.

WIlly grinned. "A few nore weeks



"How romantic, really! So you're stuck in here with us and he's just
getting started.”

"I wish it were otherwise," WIlly said sadly. "But two or three weeks
isn'"t that long," he brightened. "Dr. Harris wants to get ne started as soon
as you're settled in the pool."

"I know. Get going and | eave the nurses alone. You're spoken for, even
if I can't get you fromin here," Gllian grinned.

"Don't | know it," he ducked in a nock cringe at her fist on the other
side of the glass. "Love you ny beautiful nermaid."

"Me, too. Hurry up and show these fol ks what a handsonme merman really
| ooks Iike."

"We'll get her settled,” Naom offered.

"Thanks," WIIly waved.

* * * %

Wl ly pushed the wheel chair down the tube with GIlian keepi ng pace on
the other side of the glass. She ducked into each tal king bubble al ong the way
and they exchanged their love again. It was a slow walk with many |ong
conversations before they reached the elevator and the | ast bubble. Eventually
t hough, reach it they did and, placing his hand agai nst the tube, breathed "I
| ove you @llian."

She placed her hand over his on the other side of the glass. "I love
you too, Wlly."

Then she qui ckly dove fromthe bubble and swam out into the pool. WIly
felt a huge lunp in his throat as he entered the el evator. Upstairs, Helen was
waiting with an orderly. He took the wheel chair and di sappeared down the
corridor.

“Your turn, big boy," was Helen's sassy remark. "Can't keep your
mermaid waiting too long you know. There's lots of other fish in the sea," she
how ed with laughter. WIly was a bit slow in the uptake but he, too, soon
found hinmsel f | aughi ng.

* * * %

When they reached the apartnent, WIlly noticed that GIllian's nonitors
and bed had been renoved. All that remained was his single bed with his
contai nnent suit spread across it.

"Can you get into your tail by yourself? O do you need hel p?" Helen's
eyes tw nkl ed.

"I should be okay," WIly smled. Helen smiled and, hearing a call bel
sunmons, strode fromthe room

WIlly quickly strode to the suit, undressed and slipped on the tail. At
first it was very |oose. He becanme worried that it was the wong size or
somet hing was wong with it. Just as he was reaching for the call bell, he
felt atingle fromhis chest to his feet and felt the suit tighten. He quickly
slipped on the arm sl eeves and adjusted them They too were | oose but
tightened as they warnmed to his body tenperature. He then realized that
fitting the head cap woul d pose some real problens. Smiling, he triggered the

call bell. Helen appeared a few m nutes |ater
"Probl ens?" she asked
"Just the head cap. Wuldn't want a crooked fin, after all,"” WIlly

handed her the cap.

"The cap and arm sl eeves position thensel ves, you know," she | aughed as
she took it fromhim "They know where to go, really. It only will attach in
the correct position. It's something to do with the bones underneath the skin.
But here, let ne help you into it."

She adjusted the cap until WIly felt it lock into place. There was a
monentary feeling that it was falling off his head as she let go of it but
then, like all the other parts of the suit, it sealed itself to his skin. It
was strange, WIly nused. The suit felt like it was part of his body now

* * * %

When he expressed this observation to Dr. Harris at rounds the next

morning, Dr. Harris confirmed the observation



"It has to be a tight bond," he observed. "W wouldn't want the nanites
runni ng about | oose now woul d we? Who knows what we'd end up with anongst our
staff if we didn't keep themtrapped?' WIly had to admt that that was a very
good reason for the tight fight.

He' d avoided the cafeteria the night before, feeling somewhat
sel f-consci ous at his newbie status. Helen hel ped himinto his wheel chair and
insisted he join the others. The others wel coned him They were, of course,
farther along than he was. He could still feel his | eg bones inside the suit
and could only bend at the knees and ankles. The others were far suppler. They
could bend their tails in places no unnodi fied human woul d have been able. He
saw the entire ganut of the images he'd selected from There were two coupl es
with dolphin tails, a beluga tailed couple, a shark couple, several reef fish
couples and Timand Rita's strangely shaped tails had separated into the eight
tentacl es of octopi. They hel ped himcatch up with the knowl edge he'd have to
know about Atlantis. Atlantis, it seened, wasn't a conpletely benign place.
There were predators able to take down a human. Some creatures (even sone
pl ants) were poi sonous to the touch. They were |l earning how to handl e the
technol ogy of their new home, too. Their homes were bubbles, half-filled with
water. They had to learn to handle the cylinder |ocks that kept their bubble
hones from fl oodi ng and how to do even the sinplest tasks while floating
wei ghtless in the water.

* * * %

Eventually, in pairs, they disappeared to the training pool. WIlly, of

course, visited themand Gllian daily. Even though the wheel chair was neither
the nost confortable nor conveni ent node of transportation, WIlIly would not
have missed his tine with Gllian for anything. It always ended with the | ong

wal k from bubble to bubble and their "touch" through the glass. WIlly soon
began to notice his | egs were becom ng nore flexible, bending in places he
woul dn't have thought possible only days before. He was surprised that the arm
and head fins weren't just for show either. He could flex them raise and
| ower them even twist them But it was his hip fins that surprised himthe
nost. They pivoted in nearly all directions and could be flared. They sure
made swi nming easier. Hs dorsal fin was a different matter, though. It stuck
out at the back and was unconfortable to sit on. He soon learned to flatten it
when in the wheelchair but it was never really confortable except when
swimrng in the swimm ng pool off the cafeteria. The tail flukes were the | ast
to devel op and strengthen but he was soon able to swimw th ease. The water
felt wonderful. He'd never imagined such freedomor speed in the water.

* * * %

One afternoon, after one of his high-speed dashes the I ength of the
pool, Dr. Harris met himwith a wheelchair. "Time to go to Gllian," he
smled. WIly was a bit puzzled. He'd visited her in the tube only an hour
bef ore.

"Sure but..." then he realized what Dr. Harris neant. "But it's only
been twel ve days," he grinned.

"True enough. You seemto have real incentive to get things done faster
with Gllian on the other side of the glass tube. You' re as ready as you're
going to ever be. Besides Gllian's driving the training crew crazy. She's
nearly at full strength and she's pushing the linmts. Qur divers just can't
keep up with her. | thought maybe we'd toss you in there to give her sonething
to do besides drive everyone around the bend."

WIlly could tell Dr. Harris has kidding fromthe tone of his voice so
he responded in a simlar matter. "Can't guarantee anything, Doc. She's weeks
ahead of me, you know. "

"I guess you'll just have to keep up to her then," he nudged WIlly's
arm

Strangely, on the trip down the elevator, WIlly felt no great
excitement. It was alnost as if he were watching this one some tri-vid show
He wat ched as the doors opened but was unprepared for the crowd of colonists
waiting on the other side of the glass. There was a gap, though, near the sea



access tube.

Waiting in the tal king bubble was G llian who' d been warned by Hel en
over an hour before. "You going to wait all day?" she smled at him her hand
on the gl ass.

He hel ped wheel hinself to the tube. It was all he could do to wait
while Helen and Dr. Harris lowered himinto the water. Taking a breath, he
ducked into the water. He expected to see Gllian waiting for himoutside the
entrance but instead she was still by the tube with her hand on the glass. He
swam over to the glass and placed his hand over hers. She quickly wapped her
hand around his and led himoff to their bubble home. That eveni ng was
spect acul ar as they di scovered what their new bodies could do in the water and
| ater together in their bubble hone.

* * * %

The next day, Dr. Harris signal ed one of the couples that they needed
to swmto the entrance. They had body fornms based on lionfish but the
contai nnent suits nmade them | ook like plastic nodels rather than living
creatures. She and WIly watched as the suits were renoved revealing the
translucent fins and bright colors of the lionfish. They were quickly returned
to the water in their new spl endor.

Gllian had begun to hate her suit. She'd enjoyed fashions in all sorts
of colors and patterns. Having to spend weeks in a shiny blue rubber suit with
yel l ow fins was beginning to wear on her. She knew that WIly needed a few
nore weeks in his suit before the nanites were finished their work but she
|l onged to be free of its nonotony.

Pair by pair, each of the other couples fromthe first group was
stripped of their suits. WIly could see Gllian was becom ng sonmewhat
depressed by the parade of beautiful new forns and col ors while she was stil
in her old suit. One evening, when Gllian was busy back in their bubble, he
used the tal king bubble to | eave a voice nmail message for Dr. Harris.

"Ted, this is WIly. I've a favor to ask, it its possible. | know
Gllian's ahead of nme. If she's ready to have her suit renoved, 1'd really
appreciate having it done sooner. She's getting a bit down with the suit's
nonot ony, you know. Thanks."

He swam back to their bubble.

* * * %

The next day, Gllian was surprised to hear her name on the intercom
She knew WIlly wasn't due yet and she couldn't possible understand why she was
being called to the entrance tube.

"What's up, doc?" she mimcked Bugs Bunny's voi ce.

"Time to get out of your old clothes and into some new ones," Dr.
Harris sm | ed.

"But WIIly?" she protested.

"He's the one that asked for this," Helen smled.

"But he's still..."

"Sure, for a week or so. Then he gets the suit off, too," Dr. Harris
shook his head. "Besides, we need to get the suit ready for the next
vol unteer. You can't have it forever, you know. "

"Real | y?" she asked. "I nean, sure, get ne out of this thing."

Dr. Harris signaled a pair of assistants who attached a pair of strange
vacuum cl eaner like things to her suit just below her dorsal fin, at her arm
sl eeves and to her fin cap. She was surprised to find that the suit ball ooned
out except where at the edges where it remained solidly attached to her skin.
There was a strange gl ow fromone of the machines as it switched from
inflation to suction.

"We've got to catch all of the nanites,” Dr. Harris answered the
unspoken question. "Wuldn't want any of the beasties running | oose."

It was then GIllian noticed a counter on the second nachine. It was
spinning madly at first but soon slowed .G llian was surprised to see the
nunber was over 5 mllion

"That many?" she asked amazed.



"W put in 7.5 mllion," Dr. Harris stated. "And we want them all back

too."

The process took another thirty mnutes and required that Gllian turn
over several tines in the process as she was scanned by sone ki nd of hand-held
device. Eventually, the count reached the required 7.5 mllion

"That's the lot of them" the technician doing the hand scanning
announced.

"Good. Time to open the containnent now. Do you want to watch or see it
all at once at the end?" Dr. Harris asked.

"Um can WIly watch?" she asked. "I'mnot sure | want to see it
little-by-little."

"Ckay. Do you want to ask hinP"

WIlly was, of course, in the talking bubble nearest where they were
wor ki ng.

"WIlly darling, they're taking off the suit now. Do you want to watch
or wait for the surprise at the end?"

"I'"ve always enjoyed surprises,” he grinned. "See you at the entrance."

He ducked out of the tal king bubble and dove downwards. G llian
wonder ed whet her she'd be beautiful or hideous. She hoped WIly had better
sense in nmermaids than he had in the clothes he used to wear. She nodded to
t he doctor and cl osed her eyes. She felt some tugging at her back and then
across the tops of her breasts. She felt a silky fabric slowy peel from her
body fromtop to bottom There were nomentary snaggi ngs as the suit was pull ed
fromher fins and again when her tail flukes were released. She then felt the
arm sl eeves slide off. Finally, her head crest was peeled off, as well.

"You're ready," Helen's quiet voice announced.

G llian heard something scraping along the rough fl oor and peeked
t hrough half closed eyes to see a full-length mirror on its side. She quickly
cl osed her eyes again. Wat if WIIly had given her some hi deous color pattern?
Finally, she could take it no | onger for the suspense of not know ng was worse
than her wildest fears. She | ooked down at her tail and it took her breath
away. Beautiful and silvery she was, fromthe middle of her breasts to the tip
of her smooth tail. She was darker on top, as nost fish are. This faded to
lighter silver on her tunmy but the nost spectacular was the pattern. A random
pattern of darker spots covered her back and the back of her arms. Her fins
were translucent and al nost golden in color. Along her sides was a wonderful
rai nbow of colors that blended with and enhanced the silver of her body. She
was beautiful and exactly like her perfect nermaid. Carefully, she slid
hersel f back into the water expecting to see Wlly. Strangely he wasn't
wai ting there.

She swamto the side of the tube to see him hand against the gl ass.
Putting her hand over his, she beamed at him Her merman was the nost perfect
person anywhere and she woul d certainly show hi m how nuch she appreciated him
when she got hi m hone.

TEA FOR TWD
CHAPTER 1
Newl ywed Fant asi es
Jimput his armaround Tina's waist. They were lying 'spoons' with
Tina's back and hi ps snuggl ed up against Jinms chest and tumy.
"Hmm " Tina wiggled to get even closer and feel Jims solid body
agai nst her own. They had just spent one of their 'in-bed days, enjoying each
other's conpany and indul ging in the sexual games new yweds pl ayed.
"I love you, you know," she said dreanily.
"I love you, too," Jimreplied squeezing her tighter

"Not so hard. | won't run away. We're married now, renenmber?"
"And the best thing for both of us, too, | hope."
"I's for ne."

"Me, too," responded Tina turning over to face Jim "I just |ove your



bl ue eyes. So clear and deep, like a great sea | could get lost in.

"You're delirious with |love," he smled.

"Only with you, Jinmy. Only with you," she traced the tips of her
fingers in the light hair on his chest. Jimtook her hand and ki ssed her
fingers. Tina wiggled up to the head of the bed and put her arns around Jins
neck.

"Me, too," he replied looking into her green eyes. Tina seenmed to grow
slightly distant nonmentarily. Jimknew that she was thinking of sonething and
trying to figure out how to phrase sonme awkward question

"Ji my, when we make | ove, what do you fantasize about?"

"Just you, my |love."

"You sure? | don't mind if there's sonething el se. The wonen's mag |
subscribe to said nost nen and wonen have these fantasies."

"No," Jim said somewhat hesitantly. "Just you."

"I fantasize being alone with you on a deserted beach and naki ng | ove
in the warmsand or in the water. Sonmetines | even fantasize naking | ove while
swi mri ng naked with you."

"That sounds like fun," Jimwas wondering where all this was going.

"Hard to find a deserted beach anywhere in the world any nore."

"Just in our inmaginations, | guess."

"You sure you don't, | nean, well, like one of your past girlfriends?
Sonet hing |i ke that?"

"No, | haven't had that many. There have only been three. Two |'d just
as soon forget entirely. The last ... well let's just say |I'mbetter off
wi t hout that one.”

"How so?"

"She was into fetish stuff. Latex, |eather, whips, chains, that kind of
stuff. | tried it to please her but its not ny thing."

"What is your thing?"
"You are. Only you."
* * * %

During the nonths that followed, they had several 'in-bed days.
Sonetinmes these would stretch into 'in-bed weekends. Neither Jimor Tina
wanted themto end when the tine cane to go back to work on Monday.
Cccasionally Tina woul d again rai se the subject of Jinms fantasies. The sl ow
drip of her interest eventually wore Ji mdown.

One evening, at bed time, Tina was stroking Jims tumry. Jimcould fee
hi nsel f begin to stiffen. Tina noticed and continued her stroking.

"Jimy, |1'msure you fantasize sonething besides just me. It's okay,
really it is. It's normal. Maybe | can even find a way to make your fantasies
cone true."

"I don't think so. Can't we just |leave ny fantasies in ny head? They
i nvol ve you, you know "

"Please, Jimy. 1'd really like to know. "

"Mermai ds," he whispered.

"What ?" she whi spered back. "I couldn't hear that."
"l fantasize wal king al ong a desert beach..."
"Wth me?"

"Not at first."

"I come around a large rock wall that juts out into the sea and see a
worman sort of sitting on a rock a little ways out."

" VB?"

"Yes and no. You've a shimery bikini top that catches the light. |
start to walk out into the water but make a splash. You dive in fromthe rock

and its then | discover you have a fish tail instead of legs."

"Qoh, a mermaid. | wanted to be a nermaid as a little girl."

"Anyway, | swimafter you and finally catch you. W make love in the
waves. "

"That woul d be neat. Maybe your nmermaid woul dn't be so hard to catch
next time."



"That's part of the fun."

"Hm |In your fantasy, how do you nake | ove? | nean nernaids don't have
| egs so how do you nake | ove?"

"Her pussy, | mean, your pussy is on the front not between the legs."

"Qoh, kinky. Do you make love in water or on the beach?"

"In the water or on the beach. Depends.”

"M ght be fun. I like your fantasy. Wiy were you so rel uctant?"

"I wasn't sure you'd like being imagined with a fish tail is all."

"Wth you, anything is all right."

CHAPTER 2
Fant asi es Conme True
Later that week, Tina was shopping at the local nmall. They needed sone

groceries and she'd just purchased them and was headi ng back to the car. She
noti ced a new store 'Fantasies Come True.' After dropping the groceries in the
trunk of her car, she returned and entered the store. The store was dimy lit
and the air heavy with a strange incense. Both were peculiar as the store had
appeared quite normal fromthe outside. There was sonething strange about the
place. Still, what harmwas there in inquiring?

"How may | help you m ss?" asked a voice at her side. She | ooked down
and saw a short, somewhat plunp wonan in a |ong dark dress.

"I"mcurious as to what your store sells? Is it sone kind of adult
shop? | don't see the usual slinky things."

"It isand it isn't," responded the woman.

"l don't understand."

"Those other stores sell clothing, massage oils and various devices to
hel p people create a fantasy. My store is sonmewhat different. | can nmake your
fantasies cone true conmpletely.”

"What ? | don't understand how. "

"You don't need to really. That's ny calling, | create whatever is
needed to nmake your fantasy a reality.”
"Li ke what ?"

"Sometines cl othes, sometines entertai nnent, sonetinmes a little magic"
"Magi c?" said Tina skeptically.

"Well, | see you don't quite believe."

"Well, uh, no," Tina felt strange sonehow. This made her nervous. "l've
got to get going. Jims going to be home soon."

"Pl ease," said the woman. "If you want ny services at any tine, give ne
a call." She handed Tina her business card. Tina stuffed it into her purse and

quickly left the store.
* * * %

Over the next few weeks, Tina found herself thinking nore and nore
about the strange shop. She didn't tell Jimabout the shop or her thoughts and
hoped that this strange fascination would disappear. It didn't, of course. In
t he manner of all such thoughts, the nore Tina tried to forget the shop and
t he woman, the nore she thought about them After three weeks, her curiosity
got the best of her and she found herself once nore outside the shop

She hesitantly pushed the door open again and waited to be greeted by
t he strange woman.

"Ah, Tina," she said. "You' ve returned to us. So glad to have you

back. "
"Unh, Ms?"
"Just call ne Cassie.”
"Well, uh, Cassie. Just how far can you take a fantasy? | nean costune

and makeup and stuff? Ri ght?"

"I ndeed, but nuch farther than that."

"How nuch farther?"

"I couldn't call ny store 'Fantasies Cone True' unless |I could nake any
fantasy come true, now could I?"

"Uh well, other stores m ght and do."



"I don't. Seenms unethical to me to promise what | can't deliver."

"Any fantasy?"

"I've not had anyone in here who has ever been in the | east
di ssatisfied."

"Well, you see, nmy wedding anniversary is comng up. | was kind of
trying to arrange a special fantasy night for ny husband."

"I nvol ving you, no doubt."

"Well, of course.”

The wonman smiled. She | ooked Tina over carefully w thout saying a word.
"What is the fantasy?"

"He wants to make love with a mermaid."

"Does he indeed? And you want to be that mermid?"

"Yes. Just for an evening, you know. "

"Tell me the whole fantasy."

Tina found herself telling Cassie everything fromthe rock wall, to the
wat er chase to making | ove on the beach. She even found hersel f describing how
the nmermai d | ooked. When she was done, she | ooked at Cassie, expecting her to
| ook anused or to tell her that it was too involved. Instead, Cassie nodded
her head slowy.

"It is possible. It will take a few days to arrange it."

"I won't need it for six weeks. That's when our anniversary is."

"Excel lent! You'll have everything you need to create and enjoy your
mermai d fantasy. Just keep it hidden until you need to use it. Then follow ny
i nstructions exactly. You and your husband will have a menorabl e anniversary,
["msure."

* * * %

Tina gathered her purse and left the store. She had to get to work as
she was on an evening shift. Somehow, her mind wasn't on shoe sal es that
night. She had an irrational expectation that Cassie would phone at work to
tell her that she couldn't arrange it -- or perhaps naybe worse -- coul d.

CHAPTER 3
The Fant asy

However, it was nearly eight days later that Tina picked up the phone
to hear Cassie's now faniliar voice

"Hell o, Tina?"

"Yes. |Is this Cassie, the woman fromthe store?"

"Indeed it is, | have your fantasy arranged. \Whenever you want to cone
on down, |'Il explain howit works."

"I'l'l be down in half an hour."

Ti na wondered what kind of costume she'd have to wear to give Jimhis
fantasy. She eagerly pushed open the door and found Cassie with a large cloth
sack at the counter.

"Hell o, Tina. | have everything you will need. This fantasy was a
little nore difficult than | thought it would be at first."

Uh- oh, thought Tina. That neans 'expensive'

"I don't have rmuch noney, you know. "

"I know and don't worry about noney. I'll et you have the kit. On your
anniversary, use it. If it is unsatisfactory in any way, just return it.
O herwise, you and | will agree on a fair price at that tine."

"Ch," said a startled Tina.

"I"'ve witten the instructions down, but | want to go over themwth
you. It's very inportant that you follow them exactly or strange things may
happen. "

"Strange?"

"I told you that | used magic. Mich of this fantasy will involve magic
as you will be changed into a mermaid for an evening. The sea and shore and
such uses a special illusion magic as well. So listen carefully and, if you

have any questions in the future, you can call me at any tine."
"M mmagi c? Real magic?," stamrered Tina. "I -- don't know -- uh -- [|,"



Tina's voi ce faded out.

"You don't have to use the magic if you choose not to use the fantasy.
This is what you nust do if you choose to use the fantasy."

"Ckay, | guess."

“In this blue pouch is a special herbal tea. It linmts the effects of
the rest of the magic to ei ght hours. Once you becorme a nmermaid, you wll
remain a mermaid for eight hours.”

"And then?"
"You'll change back."
n O,.] n

"Make a cup of steaming hot water and put a handful of the |eaves from
t he bl ue pouch into the cup. Wen the steam stops rising fromthe cup, you
must drink the tea. Wthout sugar, w thout |enbn, without cream Any additives
may make the potion ineffective or worse cause strange side-effects. You wll
drink one cup of the tea in the norning before your fantasy and a second one
at noon. Your final cup must be just before you put this on." Fromthe bag,
she pulled a bikini which, at first glance, was conpletely covered by silver
sequi ns.

"Pretty," said Tina as she reached out to touch the fabric. It felt
snoot h and cold al nost slippery, not like sequins at all. "Can | try it on?
For size?"

"No! Never ever without the tea. You'd stay a mermaid forever."

"Forever? Not possible."

"Believe it, it's possible. Anyone who wears this bikini wthout
drinking the magic limting tea is permanently transforned. It was the tine
limt effect that you wanted that proved so difficult. I've made simlar suits
for wonen who wanted to be nernaids forever. |'ve used nmy magic to transport
themto safe locations to live out their lives as nmermaids. Yours is the first
short-termnermaid |'ve created.”

"I's this magi c safe?"

"Wth the tea, absolutely. But be sure you drink all three cups. If you

only drink one or two, the effect will last nuch | onger. Best guess woul d be
weeks or nonths."

"There's nore tea stuff in the blue pouch than I'Il need for the one
evening," noted Tina. "l| suspect you will want to play your fantasy nore than
once. |If you run out, come back here. | can nake nmore in a few hours."

"Ch, neat. Anything after | change back?"

"You'll need to drink the contents of one of these little green vials
after you change back to yourself," Cassie said pulling one fromthe cloth
sack. "It will purge your systemof the magic to prevent any accidental

fl ashbacks. "

"Fl ashbacks?"

"Partial transformations which mght [ast anywhere frommi nutes to
hours."

"I"'mnot sure what you nean."

"Your |egs might grow scales or you mght find your feet beconing fins
or something like that. None of that will happen if you drink the contents of
one vial after you change back to yourself."

Ti na nodded. "What el se?"

"To set the stage for the fantasy, you'll need to place the illusion
pebbles in this | eather pouch. Place them around the outside of the room or
rooms you want to have as your beach. You need only one room though. The

magic illusion is |like those hol odecks in science fiction. Even though the
roommay be small, the illusion pebbles will nake it appear as |arge as
necessary."

"Does Ji m have to do anyt hi ng?"

"Not for this fantasy. Have you ever dreaned of nmaking love to a
mer man?" asked Cassi e.

"No, not really. Wy?"

"I'f you give Jimthe tea and have him put on these,"’

Cassie pulled a



man's swimsuit made fromthe sane fabric as the bikini fromthe bag. "You'll
have a nmerman for eight hours. You don't need to use this part, or any of it,
for that matter. Just return after your anniversary and we'll discuss
payment . "

"Thanks, Cassie. You sure? | mean we could have a great tine and then
lie about it."

"I doubt it. Al of ny clients thus far have been so satisfied that the

matter of the fee seens of little consequence. | guarantee to make the fee no
nore than you can afford."
"Ch, thank you. 1'Il be sure to cone back. Count on it." Tina quickly

gat hered everything back into the bag and I eft the store. She decided that
she'd better hide everything to keep the surprise conplete. Real nmagic! A rea
fantasy! This would be the nost fun she and Ji mhad ever had.

CHAPTER 4

Loose Ends

About two weeks later, Jimwas honme alone. He had slight case of the
flu and had booked off sick. He was wandering around the house trying to find
some flu nedicine and al so sonmething to do. The tel evision was show ng not hi ng
but daytime crap and there was nothing worth watching on the sports channel .
After wandering the house for nearly an hour, he found hinself standing in
their walk in closet. He smiled, remenbering how Tina clainmed the I eft hand
side as hers when they noved in and that the entire right side would be his.
O course, his fewthings barely filled half of 'his' side and her things
qui ckly spread to fill the vacancy.

He touched the fabric of one of her teddies, remenbering the last tine
she had worn it. That night had been, a lot of fun. They nust have nade | ove
dozens of tines before the sun rose and they fell asleep in each others arns.
Wth both of them working, there were fewer and fewer chances for the passion
they'd had just after their nmarriage.

Ji m sneezed suddenly and renmenbered his original intention. There would
be no flu nedicine in here. He searched all the places he could think of: the
bat hroons, the kitchen even some of the boxes still in the hall. No luck. But
there had to be sonethi ng somewhere.

He opened the drawers on her cupboard one at a time. He carefully
searched for something for his flu and to special care to replace everything
he'd disturbed in his search. At least for the first three drawers. The fourth
one, on first glance, seened to be nore of the sane: her undies and bras, her
t-shirts, her shorts. At the back, though, under a pile of dark nylons, he
found a plastic shopping bag froma store called 'Fantasies Come True'. It
held a man's swmsuit and a bikini in a strange shimery sequi ned fabric. He
felt the fabric and found it felt cold and slippery al nmost |ike sone kind of
fish. It was obviously for some kind of surprise Tina was planning. He quickly
returned the swmsuits to the bag. The only other thing of interest was the
bag of ground | eaves.

He carefully opened the pouch so as not to spill any. Wth his nose
pl ugged, of course, he couldn't identify what kind of tea it was. Since he
didn't think any harmcould come fromsinply tasting it, he tried a bit. The
sharp bitter taste was so strong that he dropped the pouch and ran for the
near by bathroom Wth his nouth rinsed, he returned to discover sone of the
tea fromthe pouch dunped on the rug. Cursing his clunsiness and whoever
packed the pouch, he cl osed the pouch and vacuumed up the mess. The pouch
t hough, was decidedly less full. He'd have to do something about that. He felt
guilty and didn't want to face his wife with the truth. He wal ked to the
ki tchen and found some herbal teas in the kitchen pantry. Eight or ten of the
bags from vari ous boxes of herbal tea soon nade up for the spillage. The
contents of the bag, however, didn't |ook the same. Jimtook a fork and
stirred the top layer of teas into the original contents. Tina wouldn't be
able to find out how clunmsy he'd been. He felt she'd never forgive him



CHAPTER 5
Anni ver sary

Ti na sai d not hi ng about the pouch over the next few weeks. Jim breathed
a sigh of relief that he'd managed to cover his clunsiness. He soon forgot the
whol e incident to the nunbing grind of work and the excitenment of their
marri age. About three weeks before their anniversary, Tina began to drop
cryptic conments about an anniversary surprise.

"You will be hone early for our anniversary, please?" she asked as he
was getting ready for work

"OfF course, hon. It's already arranged. My boss says he understands
newl yweds. He says we should go out and have an exciting evening."

“I't'"ll be exciting," she prom sed. "But definitiely not out..."

"I don't follow"

"It's all taken care of. Let me handle this one, okay?" she said
sweet | y.

He ki ssed her and held the enbrace.

"Anyt hi ng you want," he said huggi ng her

* * * %

The ni ght of the anniversary, he arrived honme hours early with a |arge
bouquet of flowers to a darkened house. The only light was the one in their
bedroom He wal ked quietly up the stairs to surprise Tina. There was sonet hing
odd about the light coming fromthe room It seenmed to pul sate sonehow. It was
as if there were a veil across the doorway. He reached out to brush it aside
only to find there was nothing there. There was a feeling of dizziness as he
st epped through the room and onto a | ong beach with rocks in the distance.

It was his beach! Hi s nermaid beach! How had she arranged...? This was
i mpossi bl el He wal ked towards the rocks, part of himknowi ng that their

bedroom -- not even their whole house -- was this big. And it was hot. He
peel ed off his work clothes and left themby a rock. A short ways on, by
anot her rock, he found a pair of his swinmmng trunks. 'Beach -- swimsuit --

wild'' were his only thoughts.

He continued towards the rocks that held his nermaid. He didn't know
what to expect any nore. It felt as if he'd wal ked a kil oneter or nore but he
felt, somehow, that he was still in their bedroom He shook his head and
continued toward the rocks. As he wal ked around the rock wall fromhis
fantasy, he began to hear a wonman's voice singing. It sounded like Tina
somehow but cl earer even nore beautiful. The voice sounded something |like the
mermaid's fromhis fantasy. He made his way quitely around the edge of the
rock wall. Since everything el se matched his fantasy, maybe his nernaid..

And there she was! Shinmery silver top and shiny tail. But she'd nade a
m stake this time. She was too far fromthe water. For once she'd be his.

Al t hough he'd told Tina he sometimes caught her, he always just mssed. Wl

not this time ... He sprinted towards her and, unlike every other time, she
didn't hear him Catching her around the wai st he pulled her towards him
"Caught you..."

"Happy anniversary, Jim" said his wife, the nernaid.

True to her word, Tina had indeed planned and pulled off an exciting
eveni ng. About six or seven hours later, both were exhausted and happy.

"This was special. Really special,"” said Jim

"I love you," said Tina.

"Me, too. | love you, too." Jimlooked long into Tina's eyes. "Were
did you get the costune? And how did you arrange the beach?"

"There's a little shop that specializes in fantasies. They nmade it al
up for nme."

"Expensi ve?"

"I don't know yet. We're to talk about the price tonmorrow. She pronised
me it wouldn't be too expensive."

Ji m shook his head. "But the beach ... | wal ked forever to get to you."

"The illusion pebbles. You can see them around us as the really shiny
bl ue spots," Tina pointed to one.



"What if | touch one?"

"Not hi ng. Only when we gather themall up and put themaway will our
beach vani sh."

"Can we? |'d like to spend part of our anniversary at home, too."

"Sure, start gathering. There's a half dozen. 1'Il get the pouch
ready. "

Jim gather the pebbles and held the glowing rocks in the palmof his
hand. They | ooked hot but weren't. Wen he popped theminto the small | eather
pouch, there was a quick shimer and the beach di sappeared. He turned toward
Tina and fell over the corner of their bed. As he pulled hinmself up, his eyes
wi dened.

"You're still a nerpmid!"

"Yes, dear," Tina smiled. "The effect lasts eight hours. |'ve got about
hal f an hour before | change back. Can we |ie spoons until then?"

"Uh, sure. | guess so," responded Jimuncertainly. They still fit
toget her as they had before but Tina's tail wasn't nearly as warm as her | egs
were. Jimfound it distracting and in a strange way scary. Still, about twenty

m nutes later, Tina shifted her position and then sat up.

"I think it's starting," she said in a small voice. Jimwatch half in
awe and half in horror as the fish tail split fromflukes to Tina's crotch.
The tail quickly formed into her legs, the flukes formed into her feet and the
scal es vani shed. Jimreached out uncertainly to touch her |egs.

"It's over now," Tina said happily. "Everything's back to nornmal."

CHAPTER 6
Fl ash Back!

It truly seemed over. Jim hugged her a long tine. He'd had his fantasy
and his wife at the same tinme. They held each ot her and watched the sun cone
up. It was a work day again and their anniversary was over. Both got up and
went to work. By evening Jimalnmost couldn't believe it had happened. He
didn't quite know whether to ask Tina to do it again or to be afraid that she
could. In the end, he said nothing. The details would fade but the nmenory of
t hat special night was etched in his nenory forever

* * * %

Ten days | ater, though, Tina met himas he got hone, | ooking scared.

"Jim" she stammered. "Sonething's wong. Real wong."

"What happened?" he was expecting a burst pipe or some such. Wnen
couldn't handl e such things in his experience.

"I .. 1 ... it's the nmermaid. At lunch today. | felt a tickle on ny
leg. | checked and coul dn't see anything."

"And?" Jimwasn't sure where this was going. "Wat happened?"

"I grew scales. A patch of themon ny left |leg. Lasted about an hour or
so. Then faded."

"They' re gone?"

"Yes, but |'mscared."

"Don't worry. If it's gone, it's gone. Ckay?"

"But what if..."

"I love you and you'll be okay."

* * * %

O course, it wasn't okay. The next day it was a scal ey patch on her
right leg. The follow ng day, her left leg again. Tina was sure it was |lasting
| onger each tine.

"What can you do?" asked Jim

"l don't know? | don't want to be a nermaid forever."

“I "Il love whether you're you or a nermaid,” Jimtried to confort her

"I"'mnot sure | will love ne. | don't want a tail."
* * * %

Three days passed. Tina's fears seened to slowy subside. Ji mnrmunbl ed
somet hi ng about flashback and hoped it was all over. Once again, it was not to
be. The scal es, when they next appeared, spread fromthe tips of her toes to



her hips on her right leg. They lasted | onger |onger, too. For four and a half
hours, Tina had a scaled leg. Tina wal ked around their house | ooking at her
leg and crying. Jimwanted to do sonething but couldn't figure out what. Hi s
of fer at |ove-making was rebuffed and Tina ran for the bathroom and | ocked
herself in. Jimwas at |oose ends. Tina finally cane out of the bathroom her
eyes red. Jimdidn't know whether to | et her alone or hold her. Tina, |ooking
hurt, wal ked slowy upstairs and fell asleep. Jimlooked at his wife and felt
sick. Dam his fantasy and her need to pl ease him

* * * %

The next day everything seemed back to normal but Tina seened distant.
Jimtried to get her to talk but all she would do is cry. Jimfelt he needed
to do something but nothing cane to nmind. He hurt for his wife but couldn't
bring hinself to tell her. She needed himstrong. Wen evening fell and Tina
stayed whol e, he quietly broached the subject of going out for sone dinner. He
didn't feel |ike cooking and he suspected she didn't either. Throughout their
eveni ng, both half expected Tina to start changi ng again. Wen it didn't
happen, Jimfelt relieved. They fell asleep in each others arns.

* * * %

Mor ni ng brought catastrophe. Jimawoke with sonething cold and hard
rubbing his legs. Tina was awake and was rubbing his shoul ders and back with
massage oil

"You want to play a little before work?" she asked slyly. Jimfelt
hinsel f slowly becone erect as he rolled over.

"Hey," she conpl ai ned. "That hurts!™”

"Uh, sorry," he then awoke a bit nore. He wasn't even on her. Wat
could hurt? Quickly, he flipped the covers back

"Hey! I'mco..." her voice stopped as she caught sight of herself. Jim
had rolled over on his wife ... on his wife's nermaid tail. Her feet had been
repl aced by a pair of large fins and the scales on both | egs extended hal f way
to her knees. "Ch, Jim It's getting worse."

"“I'" m booking off sick. |I can't |eave you now," Jims voice was hard and
strong. He hoped she would see that he cared and that this worried him Tina
returned to normal nearly six hours |ater

"Tina, we have to phone a doctor or get you to a hospital," he said.

"Who woul d believe?" asked Tina. "The only one who could help is Cassie
at the store. Maybe she knows what's happening."

"She's done enough,"” snapped Jim "Her assurances of safety sure didn't
mean nuch. Dam nmagic!"

"But Jim.."

"Never again. This will all pass. Then we can get back to nornmal"

Jimdecided to tell the boss that Tina was sick and that he was taking
two weeks of vacation time instead of sick time to care for her. Jims boss
was oddly synpathetic and asked himto check in every couple of days. Jimwas
gl ad he'd taken two weeks for, over the next week, Tina had three nore
epi sodes. Each tine, her feet becane fins, the scal es spread upward towards
her hips and she stayed changed | onger. The final episode was nost frightening
for both of them Tina started the day normal |y enough but about m d-norning
began a change that was so sudden that she literally collapsed in the mnmiddle
of the floor. She didn't return to norrmal until well after mdnight.

After getting Tina to bed, Jimlay staring at the ceiling. Jim had
decided that he had to call Cassie at this 'Fantasies Come True' place. Two in
the norning, he grunbled as he turned out the light. First thing in the

nmor ni ng, he assured hinsel f.
* * * %

He awakened to Tina screaning

"Jim" she shrieked. "It's happening again. | can feel it. Do
somet hi ng! "

Al Jimcould do is stare in shocked silence as his wife's feet becane
fins, scales spread up both of her legs to her hips and she began to fuse
together fromher feet to the mddle of her thighs. It was so fast, she didn't



even have tine to take off her teddy.

He picked up the phone. "I'm phoning Cassie," he said through cl enched
teeth. Wen the call went through, though, all Jimgot was an answering
machi ne. The store was closed today due to a famly energency. "She'll get

back to us as soon as she returns,” said Jimangrily. "Dam! Dam! And doubl e
dam! "

They waited by the phone but no one called. Jimbrought Tina neals,
hel ped her to the bathroom tried to show his | ove. He hoped he was doing a
good enough job. Tina fell into an exhausted sleep just before m dnight. Jim
couldn't sleep though. He kept his hand on his wife's scaled thigh until, an
hour later, he felt it change. Carefully he lifted the covers. Tina was nornal
agai n.

* * * %

Less than four hours later, Jimwas awakened by his w fe shaking.
Strange convul sions were gripping her body. It seened as if her mnuscles were
contracting in waves fromhead to toe. Once again, Tina began to change. It
went the sane this tinme as last time except that her |legs joined together to
the knees. This time, her legs fused to her crotch and her teddy ripped in the
process. Wen the changes had finished, Tina | ooked exhausted. Ji mwas
reaching for the phone just as it rang.

"May | speak to Tina?" said an unfaniliar voice.

"She's a little under the weather," replied Jim "Can | ask who is
calli ng?"

"This is Cassie at 'Fantasies Cone True'.

"Thank God," said Jim "Sonething terrible has happened."

"What exact!ly?"

"She's beconming a nermaid."

"Of course. That's what the tea and swim.."

"She doesn't have on the damm bikini. She's just changi ng and changi ng
and changi ng."

"Ch ny. 1'll be right..." there was a click and Cassi e stepped through
a shimrer in the air.

"How di d you?" nanaged Jim

"Magic," said Cassie, a | ook of concern spreadi ng across her face.
"This started after your anniversary?"

"A week or so."

"You drank three cups?"

"Morni ng, noon and then mi d-afternoon.”

"Strange. The tea should have had nore than enough cl eansing effect.”

"Tea?" asked Jim

"You know about the tea?" ask Tina. "I hidit."

"Found it | ooking for some flu stuff."

"And?" asked Cassi e.

"Well..." began Jim Cassie did sonething and he suddenly found hinself
unable to stop talking. "I |ooked in the pouch. Thought it night be a herba
healing tea. | was desperate. | tasted it and dropped the pouch. | added sone
other teas to sort of fill it up. | stirred everything together so no one
woul d know. " Jim finished still confused as to what had happened.

"Cet me the pouch," ordered Cassie. "Maybe..." She shook her head. Jim
did as he was told. Cassie ground a small anount in her hand then tasted and
snelled it. "lIt's been diluted maybe half strength maybe three quarters

strength. Not good." She shook her head and then sat in a chair, thinking.

"This won't stop here," she said sadly. "The small bits of magic |eft
over have been growi ng over the past nmonth. It is only partially controll ed.
The original use was correct so it is still naking you a nernaid as its
strength grows. And its strength will continue to grow. The problem arises
once it has achieved its original pattern. By tonmorrow you will be a mermaid
but the magic will still continue to change you."

"How?" asked Ji mwi shing he'd never found the pouch

"I can't say. WIld magic. Maybe it will |eave you alone after that and



fade but nore likely it will continue to change nore and nore of you into a
fish. If we don't control it, you will becone a strange water-breat hing
nonstrosity."

"How can you say that?" Jimballed his fists needing to hit Cassie or
somet hi ng el se.

"W won't leave it alone. Tonorrow after you change back, you wll put
on the bikini. You will not drink any tea." She waved her hand and the pouch
di sappear ed.

"But 1'lIl be a nmermaid forever," cried Tina. "You sure?"

"Yes. As sure as anything |'ve ever been. | nust go but | shall return
after I close up and tonorrow. "
"Thank you," said Jimhis anger carefully suppressed.
CHAPTER 7
Atlantis
They followed Cassie's instructions to the letter when Tina's fl ukes
became feet in the grey dawn of the next norning.
"WIl you still |ove ne?" asked Tina as she reached for the bikini
"Always, Tina. Always. My clunsiness and ny silly fantasies got us into
this."
* * * %
About two hours |ater, Cassie appeared as she had the ni ght before.
After an exami nation of Tina, she smled.
"It's over. The wild magic is quelled."
"But now what ?" asked Tina. "Can | still have chil dren?"
"Your children will be nerchildren. The problemis that as things stand
Jimcan't be their father."
"What ?" growl ed Ji m nenaci ngly. He grabbed Cassie by the shoul ders.
"Hurmans and Merfol k aren't the same kind. No children..." Jimswng at
Cassie and hit enpty air.

“I"1l forgive that because of the situation. The next time, | may not."
Cassie | ooked straight into Jims eyes. Jimquickly subsided.

"But I ... we ... well,"” he stammered.

"You can have children but Jimw Il have to be a nerman. He will have
to put on the other swinsuit."

"But ... | would, sure but ... work and nmoney and..." Jimwas totally
at a | oss.

"Don't worry. | did some searching |last night. The portal | use to cone

and go can be tuned to other places. One such place | call Atlantis. No one
lives there except merfolk. It's peaceful and gentle. They're always in need
of newimmigrants but it's hard to get to."

"Where on Earth...?" began Jim

"Not on Earth," replied Cassie. "Nowhere in this universe really."

"But..."

"It's that or it's stay here and explain how you are narried to a
mermaid. "

"Uh ... oh." Jimpaused a nonent and then opened the drawer for the
man's sSw nsuit.

When his change was conpl ete, Cassie hel ped both Jimand Tina through
the portal. They splashed into the water. Tina | ooked around.

"Two suns? A green sky? Cool ."

PROOF
CHAPTER 1
Under cover
Gerry swam around t he pool again. The seemi ngly endless daily grind of
anusing the curiosity seekers was over once again. Wth any |uck,the public
woul d soon lose interest. CGerry sighed and swam over to the pool nmirror and
| ooked again at the reflection. The reflection was stunning, really very



stunning. O course, it hadn't always been this way. Things had been entirely
different only six nonths ago. That's when Janmes O Hara had call ed the
surprise neeting in his office. At the tine, Gerry had worked for Tina
Corporation as a researcher for alittle less than a year. Tina Norita, the
rei gning queen of the yellow journalistic network talk shows, had been fun to
work for. Well, you really couldn't call the job working for Ms. Norita. Gerry
had not even net the worman until that norning.

"Cerry," said James O Hara. "You've been with us for a while now W've
both been inpressed by your research skills."

"Thank-you, sir," Gerry stamrered. Gerry knew this kind of conment
wel I . Such coments were followed by an 'unfortunately' and a di sm ssal
Researchers, Cerry knew, were a dime-a-dozen, easy to find and even easier to
replace. Alunp rose in CGerry's throat.

"Don't worry," said Tina Norita fromthe corner. "This isn't a firing.
In fact, | think you might find it a pronotion, of sorts.”

"A pronotion?" Gerry's spirits rose.

"You' ve heard of 'New You' ?" asked Janes.

"Who hasn't? It's all over the networks. Sonme pretty wild clainms too."
CGerry was begi nning to wonder where all this would | ead.

"Too many clains," said Tina. "Just the kind of target I'd like to
sink. Be a real audience pull for ratings week in Decenmber."

"That's over half a year away," began Janes. "Qur regul ar people are
too well known. We'd like to put someone inside 'New You'. Get at their
clains. Find the dirt, you know "

"I've never worked undercover that way before. |'ve never even done a
script for the show. Al I've done is dig up information fromthe infornmation
net, that's all."

"W have faith in you," said Tina. "First step is to get you in for a
qui ck make-over. W want you to make contact with sone of the other clients.
You woul d use your computer skills to get at their client file."

"I -- | amhonored," Gerry began. "l just -- "

"Good!" pronounced Tina. "Then it's settled. W'll give you the usua
m cro-recordi ng equi pnent and you can start as soon as you are ready." She got
up and started for the office door. She then turned to face Gerry.

"That's all, Gerry. You'll manage. Wiy don't you go talk to our nakeup
peopl e? They'll hel p you deci de what changes to ask for. W don't need
anything too extrene. This is just a first contact. That's all. 1'll call
ahead to |l et them know you're com ng and what's expected."

Gerry knew this was a dismssal and quickly left the office. Wl king
down the hall all kinds of nmusings cane to mind. Still, it had seened a
promotion. He had graduated fromthe backroomto the exalted ranks of the
undercover investigators. Cerry headed for the el evator and decided to see
Hel en in makeup. Gerry had talked to Helen as part of sone research of a few
nmont hs previous. Tina, of course, had made sure that everyone in the nakeup
department knew that Gerry was com ng. Hel en recomended several m nor
changes: nose shape changes, cheek bone enhancenents, things |ike that. Arned
with the information, Gerry took the magl ev subway to the headquarters of ' New
You' and presented hinmself at the information booth. An efficient guide took
Gerry quickly up four floors and into the office of an esthetician.

After the introductions, a coffee and a doughnut and some small talk,
CGerry described the changes Hel en had suggested. The esthetician brought up a
head and shoul ders hol ographic projection of Gerry. Gerry was shocked. There
was no hol ographi ¢ scanner anywhere visible. Jerry once again described the
changes and the esthetician nodified the projection. Wen the changes were
conplete and Jerry indicated they were acceptable, the esthetician pressed a
| arge button on the nonitor |abeled ' SEND and sat back

* * * %

After a few minutes, a doctor in a lab coat entered the room

"Cerry WIllianms?" he asked. "I'mDr. Kikino. Welcone to 'New You'.'

"Uh, hi," Gerry stammered.



"Your request isn't as extrene as it may seemto you. In the past,
you'd have to prepare for surgery. The results usually turn out tolerably well
fromplastic surgery once the bruising has heal ed. Plastic surgery has al ways
seened a rather extrene method to effect relatively nminor changes, in ny
opi nion."

Gerry swal l owed hard. Since an unfortunate chil dhood accident and a
| ess than personabl e attendi ng physician, Gerry had been afraid of surgeons.

"Not surgery?" Cerry nanaged.

"Of course not!" bubbled Dr. Kikino. "' New You' uses the latest in
genetic techniques to effect the change over the space of a few weeks. You
literally will be rebuilt so that your face will be in your genes, so to

speak. No pain, whatever."

"VWhat ?" was Gerry's somewhat |ane reply.

"Cenetically effected surgery. No knives, stitches, bandages. Just a
short stay in our clinic and your new face is done."

"When?" Cerry found the pace dizzying.

"W can start any time you wish," Dr. Kikino handed Gerry an
el ectronictabl et that was displaying a form Gerry signed the form An aide
appeared and led Gerry to a different part of the clinic.

* * * %

True to their word, 'New You' did effect the changes painlessly and
qui ckly. The process started with a full bionetric scan fromhead-to-toe. A
few hours later a beautiful and efficient nurse came in and gave Gerry a quick
injection with a gas gun. Gerry made numerous contacts with other clients and
di scovered their treatnments were going equally painlessly. Three days |ater
he was once again in Dr. Kikino's office for a final neeting. Since all had
gone well, Gerry was soon back on the street. Gerry decided to report into
James i nmedi at el y.

CHAPTER 2
War Room

James quickly reschedul ed a neeting to see Gerry. He invited Gerry to
Sit.

"Look's good," he said.

"They seemto be legit," Gerry announced. "They did exactly what they
cl ained, exactly as they clained."

"Hrmm Not good," Janes mused. CGerry | ooked puzzled. "Tina will be
furious. She had such high hopes that this place was a fraud. What's worse,
she's already got the expos schedul ed."

"Now what ?" asked Gerry.

"Don't know yet. Let's see what Tina says."
* * * %

VWhat Tina said was unprintable in any nedia. Once she'd calned a bit,
she call ed a general neeting.

"l deas?" she said sweetly. Her team knew that particular tone masked a
mean streak. There was a brief pause before her chief assistant, Lenora,
cl eared her throat.

"Do you suppose the changes to Gerry were just too m nor?"

Tina rai sed one eyebrow, inviting Lenora to continue.

She paused, cleared her throat again and tried a different tack. "After
all, those kinds of cosnetic changes are done every day using conventiona
t echni ques. "

"And?" was Tina's caustic response.

"What about sonething nore drastic?" asked Fred, the production
controller, taking Lenora's cue.

"Li ke?" asked Tina in the sane tone. She was now | ooking directly at
Fred who began to squirma little under her gaze.

"I don't really know. Something extrene. Something that conventiona
surgery couldn't do."

"Keep going," was Tina's response. Her body | anguage said she was



interested. Her eyes told a different story. She'd hang themall if they
didn't deliver what she wanted. She'd replaced several nenbers of the team as
little as three nonths previously. The repercussions of that neeting stil

hadn't quite settled. Everyone who had survived the purge was still nore than
alittle nervous.
"After all, they claimto be able to make any change. Not just sinple

cosnetic changes," Fred finished his thought quickly. In the silence that
foll owed, Tina's gaze panned the rest of the conference room

"How about a sex change?" asked Vanessa, the chief researcher

"What's so great about a sex change?" snapped Tina. "Sexua
reassi gnnent surgery is commonpl ace. After all, it was first done in the
1950s. "

"True," said Vanessa. "But current techniques are just cosnetic. 'New
You' says they can nmake you into anything your heart desires. Even a nman into
a woman or vice versa."

"Yes," bubbled Fred. He'd figured out where Vanessa was goi ng. "Proof
is what's needed ... and when they're done, he'd -- or rather she'd -- better
be able to have a child."

"Un" Tina said. "That's a start. Problens?" It was clear that the idea
had caught her interest but equally clear that it wasn't enough

"Not good enough," said Bobby-Jo, the video tech. "A|l of the nodern
el ectronic aids to the photographic world woul d make it hard prove that they
didn't do what they clai ned?"

"I don't quite understand?" Fred cocked his head. He plainly couldn't
see anything wong with the sex change i dea and was wonderi ng why Bobby-Jo was
causing difficulties.

"W send in a man. They send out a woman. Is it the same individual? O
just a well briefed plant. How would we prove that they'd done a switch? If
they'd done their homework well enough, we mght not find out until it was too
late. Really a bad scene as far as ratings go. Especially if they rel ease how
t hey duped us to another network to air a few days later."

"Well, we could id our nman sonehow. How about fingerprints or DNA?
Those things have been used for decades to catch crimnals."
"Wn't work," responded George fromacross the table. "If they really

do nodify the DNA as Gerry says they claim everything changes. Fingerprints
and DNA aren't quite as solid as they once were. They could claimthat any
changes were a result of the process. W're not scientists enough to prove
ot herw se. "

"An inmplant?" asked Fred.

"A definite possibility unless they're suspicious. In which case,
they'd be scanning on all the bands for transm ssions and sinply nove the
inplant to their 'product'," James responded.

"No, sinple sexual reassignment isn't enough, anyway," Tina pronounced.

"Too easily faked if they have enough time. I'msure they' |l want as
much tinme as they can get if they're not able to do anything nore than m nor
alterations. How | ong does a normal reassignment take?"

"Over a year if you consider psychotherapy and hornone treatnents,"”
responded Vanessa checki ng her conputer

"So they'd ask for as much time as we'd allow. They mght try to push
it back past ratings week. Even if we managed to push them and get a shorter
time, they'd take nost of the five nonths that remain." Tina panned the room
again. "This isn't enough..." Her voice trailed off.

"What then?" asked Lenora puzzled. As far as she could see, Tina was
expecting sonet hing beyond the ordinary. "Are you proposing that they create
somet hi ng conpl etely i nmpossi bl e?"

"That's it exactly," Tina beanmed. "Sonething truly and conpletely
i mpossi ble."

"Li ke what?" asked Fred. \Where was Tina going on this one? He usually
had a pretty good idea but this one was baffling himentirely.

"Per haps sone kind of mythol ogical creature,” Vanessa said calmy



"Somet hing that surgery and costumes can't create.”

"Li ke what?" asked Janes cynically. "A mermaid?"

"Mermai ds have been around since the early 1900s in costume,” responded
Vanessa. "There was even a short clip of a magician changing a wonan into a
mermai d. Kl udgy but pretty good for 1905, | think it was. 'New You' would just
have to buy some tinme and send out a woman in costune.”

"But we'd be able to detect a costune,” said Janmes. "Rubber and ot her
synthetics won't let themcreate something that scans as skin. Renenber we'd
have their product, so to speak. Even if they could create a costune that
fool s the scanners, no volunteer would be able to wear a costume for days on
end wi t hout some problens. W could nake sure by having the product, as it
were, stay in costune for several weeks prior to taping. But | don't think it
woul d work. How would we get the audience to believe that the nernmaid was a
fake? Wth all the novie nmermaids avail able on the net, no one woul d believe
we weren't just trying to pull a switch ourselves. | think we need sonething
el se. Something that can't be faked at all."

"No," said Tina slowy. "A mermaid is exactly what we need. But not a
mermaid that's just a wonman in some ridicul ous rubber costune. Qur nernmaid
woul d have to have a conplete tail that bends in places where no wonman coul d.
It woul d need a shape that would be too narrow to all ow her a place to hide
her legs as well."

"But what of the electronic aids? | could do that with the 3D ani nator
ina few hours. W would find it difficult to prove that they didn't just
ani mat e soneone, " responded Bobby-Jo.

"We'd have their mermaid, of course. The tail on the internationa
networks," said Tina. "lIt'd be a |ive broadcast. O course, 'New You' can't
make the mermaid so we'll just have our vol unteer discussing the bogus claim
Maybe even start the volunteer in costunme and change hal fway through. A
smash! "

"Qur contract would specify sonmething that couldn't be done with a
costume at all," responded Lenora. "If they can't do it, they'd sinply
refuse.”

"That's just as damming in this gane," said Fred. "You claimyou can do
anything and then not deliver ... well, it's just ganme over."

"Amermaid? -- | think I have an idea," said Vanessa. She keyed a
request into her console and a hol ographic image of a mermaid fromone of the
fantasy art archives appeared over the center of the meeting table.

"This mermaid has a fish tail. It bends in curves from side-to-side.
Peopl e don't work that way, people have thigh bones, knees and things |ike
that."

"And all the little side fins," beanmed Tina. "They'd have to work, too.
| suppose gills are too much to ask for?"

Vanessa keyed a request into the conputer. "It's odd," she said. "Very
few of the fantasy pictures have gills. Still, it really doesn't nuch matter
whet her we specify gills or not as they can't nake a mermaid anyway."

"Indeed not! It's perfect!" Tina was obviously pl eased.

"Who?" asked Janes

"Someone who has al ready been through their processing once. Only this
time, we go in with a camera crew and put them on the spot."

"Who?" asked Janes again with some trepidation. Gerry was a good friend
and he coul d guess where Tina was | eadi ng.

"Your researcher Gerry. 1'll set up the neeting for an hour."

CHAPTER 3
Attack

"Cerry," said Tina calmy. "Your prelimnary recon of 'New You' was
excellent. Now we go for the throat. You and a canmera team are going to pay
another visit to 'New You' and put themon the spot. Wen they back down on
what we have in mind, we've got them"™

Gerry | ooked at Tina and James across the table. "Refuse to do what?"



was the anxi ous reply.

"Make you into a mermaid," canme Tina's triunmphant response

"Whoa!" was all Gerry could think of to say. "You nean like fins and a
tail. That kind of nernmaid?"

"OfF course,"” was Tina's rejoinder. "What other kind is there?"

"But | don't want to be a mermaid!"

"They can't nmake a mermaid. Don't be ridiculous. Al they can do is
m nor cosnetic surgery. They nmay have sone new techni ques that reduce the

bruising but that's all. No one has even heard of this Dr. Kikino before he
opened ' New You'."

"But -- but"

"I realize that you'll need a little tine to think this over," Tina
said sweetly. "We'll adjourn for twenty mnutes. Here's ny access card. o

down to the station canteen and order yourself a meal or sonething."

Tina let herself out and Gerry plodded fromthe room GCerry had heard
of Tina's sweet voice fromothers on the staff. O hers had been replaced when
a Tina request had been refused. But a nermaid? O course they couldn't make
such a thing but what if they did? A nmermaid for the rest of one's life wasn't
exactly conducive to making a living. There had to be sone way out of this.
Perhaps, if the stakes were raised, Tina mght back down. At the worst, Cerry
woul d be fired. That outcome was guaranteed should Gerry's answer be a '
Tina, after all, could easily find sonmeone el se. Now how hi gh shoul d the

st akes be raised wi thout pushing Tina into a firing?
* * * %

no .

Twenty minutes later, on the dot, the three of themwere once nore in
Janes' office.

"Wel | ?" asked Tina, still using the sweet voice she used when she was
attenpting to be reasonabl e.

"I know you can fire nme any time you want," began Gerry. "But | ook at
it fromny viewoint? Wiat if they do make ne into a nernai d?"

"They can't! That's inpossible!" was Tina's confident reply.

"Well," began Gerry again. "I'd Iike sone insurance. If |I'mstuck as a
mermaid for the rest of ny life, 1'd like to not have to worry about making a
living. 1'd like a house which | could live in -- even with a tail. That kind
of thing. It's hard to get a position anywhere with a fish tail."

"Ckay, okay" said an exasperated Tina. "We'll fix you up with a mansion
with a large pool. I'll have a trust account set up which is big enough to pay
a staff and keep the place running. But only if you end up with a tail."

"I agree," said Gerry knowing that Tina had just called his bluff. "If
| end up with a tail." Gerry hoped that 'New You' couldn't deliver

Later that afternoon, a busy |awer entered Gerry's cubicle with an
electronic form GCerry quickly signed the form hoping that everything woul d
turn out well.

* * * %

The next norning, Tina, Gerry and a canmera team barged into ' New You'.

"Dr. Kikino," snapped Tina. The secretary behind the desk, stunned at
seeing Tina and the canera crew, dropped the receiver. He stuttered then
recovered. He apol ogized to the person on the phone, put themon hold and then
dialed Dr. Kikino's office. Only a fewmnutes later, Dr. Kikino hinself
entered the foyer.

"To what do | owe this visit?" asked Dr. Kikino somewhat taken aback

"Your company clains that you can nake a person into anything they
desire. | doubt that claim"

"It is quite true,"” Dr. Kikino began. "W have a 100% success rate."

"W have a conmission for you then. Shall we retire to your office or
do you want us to present our comm ssion here, in public, in the foyer?" Tina
was at her nasty best and the canera hol odi sks were recording it all.

"My office, of course,"” said Dr. Kikino |eading the way to the
el evators.

Instead of his office, however, Dr. Kikino |lead themto a neeting room



"I thought your canera people would be a little cromded in ny office.
Now, what comm ssion do you have in nind?"

"I want your statenent for the record first. You are able to make any
change a person desires in their body."

"Yes," said Dr. Kikino. "Any change they desire. Wth -- "

"Excel lent," she gl anced over her shoul der at her canmera crew who
signaled it had been recorded. "You will nake Gerry, here, into a nermaid.
This mermai d." She keyed the projection of the nmermaid Vanessa had pulled from
the archive

Dr. Kikino's stunned | ook was exactly the response Tina had been aining
for.

"A mer-nermai d?" he asked. Then taking a deep breath, he calnmy asked.
"Surely you nean a nmerman? Your assistant is nale, after all.”

"I said merrmaid, | nmeant nmermaid!" Tina was smling. She was sure she
had himand for the national networks, too. Gerry, too, |looked at Tina in
di sbelief. He'd assuned nerman as well.

"May | have a word with your assistant? Al one?" asked Dr. KiKkino.

"No," Tina smled thinly.

"You' ve been in here before?"

"Uh yes, | was in a few weeks back."

"Are you sure about this? This nermaid thing?"

"They say you can't do it. My job is on the line."

Dr. Kikino paused thinking. "I want a small concession fromyou, M.
Norita, as well. Oherwise, | will not proceed. You may nmake all the
al l egations you like but they are nerely so nuch vapor against the increasing
nunber of satisfied clients. |, too, can use the networks."

"What concessi on?" asked Tina, her eyes narrowed.

"Some menber of your staff must stay with Gerry during the entire
transformation. | want no allegations that ny staff have nade off with him
Second, you will broadcast the transformation and the results of the
transformation regardl ess of howit turns out."

"Of course,"” Tina smled. Her expression announced her belief that Dr.
Ki kino couldn't nake a man into a mermaid any nore than she coul d grow anot her
head.

"Fine, I'll send for ny | awers and you can do the sane. Wile the
| egal beasties are hashing out the contract, I'll get to work designing the
transformation for your mermaid. Fortunately, | already have a conplete

bi oscan of Gerry."
CHAPTER 4
Changes

Six hours later, Dr. Kikino and Tina signed their electronic contracts.
Dr. Kikino, Tina, a nowterrified Gerry and a two man canmera crew entered the
el evator for one of the clinics' wards.

"You understand,"” began Dr. Kikino. "I can't have a change of this
magni t ude taking place in the regular wards. W have a small fitness pool for
the staff and there's a small ward on the sane floor."

"Pool ?" stamered Gerry.

"You will require water to survive after a while. Mermaids are aquati c,
after all."

"You're serious? Aren't you?" asked Cerry.

"Very serious. |I'mgoing to give you one chance to back out, Gerry. You
renmenber our talk during your first treatnent?"

"Y-Yes," Cerry nmanaged. "l think so."

"W will be make rather mmjor adjustments to your DNA. You will be

undergoi ng a genetic sex change as well as a species change. \Wen we are
finished you won't be human any nore."

"Enough! " snapped Tina. "You can't weasel out of the contract by
scaring off Gerry. I'll just find soneone else."

"Ms. Norita!" Dr. Kikino drew himself to his full height and stared her



full in the face. "Once Gerry becomes a mermaid, he -- or rather she -- will
be stuck that way for the rest of her life. Do you understand? There is no
turni ng back. Once a change of this magnitude has been performed, his origina
DNA will be lost. Conpletely and totally lost. Even 'New You' won't be able to
return himto his original form Al we nmight be able to do is return himto

some kind of humanity. | have no doubt he'd be sterile after the second
transformation as well what with all of the tanpering we'd have done to his
genetic structure. If you still want me to performthis -- this -- " Dr.

Ki ki no paused at a |l oss for words and just shook his head.
"I'f you can do it," Tina smled again. "Wich | doubt."
Dr. Kikino nerely shrugged his shoul ders and shook his head slowy.
* * * %

They were soon in the small ward. There were beds for Gerry and, in a
separate room for the canera crew. Gerry noticed the doors leading to the
swi mm ng pool and swall owed hard. Gerry was begi nning to doubt Tina's
assurance that becoming a nermaid was inpossible. OF course, it was too late
to back out now. Too rmuch | egal water had passed under the bridge for anyone
to consi der backi ng out now.

"Well," said Dr. Kikino pulling up a chair to face Gerry. Tina and the
canera crew were behind his back. Tina was steaning at being left out of the
conversation. "W have two choices for this change. You are sure, really sure,
you want to be a nermaid?"

"Nei ther you nor he has any choice,"” was Tina's response. Gerry just
nodded.

"Very well, then. W can do this in two ways. W could nake you a wonman
first. Have you get used to being a woman and then change the you that has
become a woman into a nmermai d. Psychol ogically, that would be kinder in ny
opinion. O, we could do it all at once."

"How | ong?" Tina snapped the question

"The two stage process would take a little over twenty nonths. The
singl e stage process about five months."

"The broadcast is in Decenber. One step,"” ordered Tina.

"Al'l at once," said Gerry slowy. "I don't think | could stand two
conpl ete changes like that."

Dr. Kikino nerely nodded and pulled a pair of gas injection guns from
his bag. He | ooked at the |abeling and returned one to the bag. He cocked his
head, wordl essly asking again if Gerry really wanted to become a nermaid.
CGerry just |ooked sick and nodded. Dr. Kikino pressed the injector against
CGerry's thigh and pressed the trigger. The sound of the injector seened
unbel i evably loud to Gerry. He just sat on the edge of the bed with his head
in his hands.

* * * %

Gerry didn't renenmber all of the next five nonths very clearly. He was
on muscl e-rel axants, pain-killers and sedatives for much of the tine. Gerry
renmenbered quite clearly only a few events. The first nmonth of his
transformati on was etched deeply in his menory. Hi s waist thinned dramatically
and his hips broadened. Wthin the first week, his voice had shifted fromits
usual baritone to a rich contralto. H s skin becane softer and snoother as a
fat |ayer devel oped beneath it. The bi ggest changes were to his breasts. By
t he second week, his had grown | arger than those owned by nmpbst wonen. They
were | arge enough that he was becom ng unconfortable during normal activities.
Dr. Kikino tried to reassure Cerry that, once he was aquatic, the water would
support his body and he'd be far nore confortable. This reassurance was not
exactly what Gerry wanted to hear and he ran fromDr. Kikino' s office. Later
one of the nurses, MIlie, brought in a tape neasure and neasured Gerry. She
returned an hour later with a brassiere and showed Gerry howto get into it.
The added support was wel come and Gerry thanked her

H s outward appearance was nore female than male by the niddle of the
third week. He renenbered Tina dropping by to visit and remenbered al so t hat
he wi shed she'd never cone back. Al she did was gl oat over the fact that al



that seemed to be changing was his sex -- as if that weren't enough. The
nurses, who knew of his situation, felt sorry for him Al though they couldn't
do anything nore than keep him conpany and talk to him they hel ped himlearn
those things that every woman |l earns in her teen years. He | earned about
makeup and under-garments. On one very nenorabl e day, the nurses brought in
various dresses and gowns for him Gerry, who was at first was very
sel f-conscious at the idea of cross-dressing, realized that the transformation
was meki ng hima wonan and decided to nake the best of it. H's body had the
right shape even if his face and mnd hadn't quite caught up with all of the
changes. He wondered where the nurses had nanaged to obtain such obviously
expensi ve cl othing. He suspected Dr. Kikino had borrowed or purchased them

* * * %

By the middle of the second nonth, Gerry found he was devel oping a
tail. At first it wasn't very long and it didn't even have scal es. Tina, of
course, wanted the tail on the record as proof of Dr. Kikino's failure.

"The mermai d we ordered has scal es,” was her pronouncenent. As the tai
grew, it did develop scales -- fine silvery scales.

Anot her very menorabl e event occurred during the second nonth. Gerry
found hinmself a woman instead of a man. Hi s penis, which had remai ned norna
in size and function up to that tine, had been rapidly and unexpectedly
absorbed into his body over the span of only a few days. For the better part
of two days, Gerry was neither nale nor female but very soon a slit appeared
whi ch devel oped into a vagina in a nore or |less nornmal |ocation. The
devel opnent of the tail was distorting things, though. It was nearly a neter
| ong now and had pushed Gerry's anus and vagina to the front of her body. She
was starting to develop a ridge of rays fromjust bel ow her vagina for the
full length of the tail. She also noticed the growh of a |large ridge of rays
at her back and small fins near her hips. A quick gynecol ogi cal exam nation by
one of the 'New You' physicians told Gerry she had a wonb as wel .

* * * %

It was during the third month that Gerry had her nost terrifying
experience. CGerry awke with blood all over her legs and tail. She frantically
signal ed for medical help. Dr. Kikino hinself answered the call. A few ninutes
after Dr. Kikino arrived, so did Tina Norita

"It's perfectly normal, Gerry," he said calmy. "Once a nonth, wonen
have a nenstrual flow It's part of the process that allows themto have
babies.” He smled and held Gerry's hand.

"Babi es? Men can't have -- " began Gerry. "lI'mnot a man any nore, am
| ?"

Dr. Kikino nerely snmiled and shook his head. He ordered additiona
sessions with the psychol ogical staff to help Gerry through this part of the
transformation. Dr. Kikino knew that Gerry was going through a very difficult
transition. Tina had rushed over when she heard that Gerry was bl eeding al
over the place. She had ordered the canmera crews to record the whol e event.
Upon hearing that the bl eeding was expected, she just snorted, turned on her
heel and left. A pair of nurses lifted Gerry fromthe bed and onto a gurney.
The nurses, with the canera crewin tow, helped Gerry to a bathtub to clean
up. Dr. Kikino found his dislike for Tina Norita was deepening into a real
di sgust .

The rest of that nonth and the one that followed were little nmore than
blurs of pain for Gerry. Gerry found that his | egs were weakeni ng and wal ki ng
was becom ng increasingly difficult. Dr. Kikino, when inforned, did a quick
exam nation confirmng the nore conplete one his nurses had perforned earlier
He then nodded and ordered physiotherapy. Gerry was expecting physi ot herapy
for her weakened | egs. She was startled to discover that the treatnment was for
her fish tail and fins. Over tinme, Gerry lost the use of her legs and slowy
acquired some mobility of her tail and fins. It was slow going and extremnely
pai nful for the nost part. Gerry despaired of ever being able to nove the
thing and told Dr. Kikino as much. Hi s reassurance, as nuch as anything el se
gave her the strength to carry on



* * * %

By the end of Novenber, Gerry's legs had virtually di sappeared. Her
tail was nearly three times the length of her upper body and she was able to
swi mreasonably well with it. She had one nore period in Cctober but it hadn't
been as much of a shock the second tine. By then, the nurses had shown her how
to use a tanpon. Her final shock came with only two weeks |l eft before the
tapi ng. She was still on physiotherapy and on pain-killers for nmuch of the
time. She hadn't paid very nuch attention to her tail. She became very worried
shortly after waking one norning. Gerry discovered that she had a tiny slit
surrounded by scal es instead of her vagina and a second slit farther down her
tail instead of an anus. Dr. Kikino reassured her that she wouldn't close up
entirely and that her slits were normal for a mermaid. Gerry renenbered
t hi nki ng sonet hi ng about whatever normal for a nermaid really was.

* * * %

By the day of the taping, Gerry was the conplete mermaid. Her | ooks
were al nost identical to that of the fantasy mermaid sel ected by Vanessa as
the nodel for Gerry's transformation. She renenbered that the taping had gone
very well despite the fact that Tina had stormed fromthe tapi ng room and
ordered one of her alternates to take the interview The program had extrenely
high ratings -- far higher than Tina would have been able to achieve had Dr.
Kikino failed. Gerry was given the keys to her hone the next day. A busy
| awyer assured her that a trust account had been set up to cover expenses.
CGerry had always wanted to be independently wealthy. Wen he'd been a he, he
hadn't counted on this kind of change to get it.

* * * %

Gerry | ooked again at her reflection in the mrror. She was beautiful
There was no doubt about it. Fromthe bridge of her classic nose to her
sensuous |ips, her face was perfect. Her skin was soft and snoboth. The idea
envi ed by wonen and possessed by super-nopdels everywhere. Her green eyes set
of f her 1ong blonde hair perfectly. She took out her brush and began, once
again, to brush the tangles swinmng seenmed to create regardl ess of the hair
style she chose to wear. As she floated in the pool and brushed her hair, she
saw again the reflection of the top of her breasts in the water. The bikin
top was unconfortable. For today, at |east, there would be no further
i ncursions by the public. Gerry reached around her back and undid the bikin
top. The top slid into the water. Gerry paused. It would be easier to prevent
the bikini top fromsinking to the bottomthan retreive it later. It would to
wet her hair again to retrieve it. She snagged it as it slowy sank and tossed
it casually onto the pool deck. Her breasts now fl oated on the surface the
water. They were | arge, vol uptuous and perfectly formed. The kind of breasts
that were supposed to drive nen wild. Her body narrowed into a tiny waist. O
course, when she thought about it, it had better. That was what the Tina
Corporation had paid for. Gerry pulled herself fromthe water. Sitting on the
water's edge she | ooked over her body again. From head to hips, she was every
man's dream -- a regul ar super-nodel. Once nore, she ran her hands down her
breasts for the pleasure the feeling evoked. She Ilet her hand continue to
where her skin was replaced by the smooth scal es of her tail.

"Being a mermaid wasn't all bad," she nused. "Not really bad at all."

Only two questions nagged her: Way had Tina Norita wanted Dr. Kikino's
failure so intensely and where would she find a nmate?

OPEN A CHANNEL
CHAPTER 1
Part of the Furniture
"This way, M. Osawa," Julia heard as the door opened. She | ooked up
fromher work only |long enough to register the presence of yet another
potential investor.
"I"'msure you'll find that Trans-Di nmensional is an excellent investnent
opportunity."”



"And what is it, exactly, that you do?"

"We've discovered that there are nyriads of other universes parallel to
our own. We're creating the technology to explore and eventually exploit the
resources of these universes," answered M. Norsmth.

"Exploit? In what way?"

"Resources at first. As many are rich in critically short resources
here on Earth, our primary goal will be to seek those rich universes and set
up mining concerns."

"Ah," M. GOCsawa nodded slightly. "This is where my own m ni ng conmpany
conmes in."

"I ndeed so. | hope to set up a very profitable partnership. TDP sets up
t he gateway and your conpany exploits the..."

"Isit wise to talk in front of...?" He indicated Julia with a slight
jerk of his head. Before anyone could answer, a strange gl ow perneated the
room | eavi ng everyone tingling.

"Julia? Qur senior office manager is conpletely trustworthy. Think of
her as just part of the furniture."

Julia smiled. 'Part of the Furniture' indeed! She'd renenber that the
next tinme he had a rush job that just had to be done before anything el se.
Julia felt a strange di zziness pass over her. Wen it had passed, she found
her work was farther away than it had been nonents before.

Time for a lunch break, she'd been at this particular task too |ong.
She pushed herself away from her desk by rolling her chair back fromthe desk.
What she di scovered then, terrified her. In sone strange way, she'd becone
part of the her chair. Her blue office chair was now the bright red of her

dress. It even had a frill around the seat -- all that remained of her dress.
Her |l egs were still there, she could feel them and use themto nmove about. The
| egs of the chair were still there, too, though. They got in the way when she

nmoved her |egs. But worse, far worse, was what had happened on the chair's
back. For she herself was now that back. Her breasts, strangely enl arged,
formed the headrest. Her dress had had no sl eeves but now her skin had becone
fabric hal fway up to her el bows. She shrieked and her shriek brought both nen
and one of the scientists fromthe back room runni ng.

Sonet hi ng had al ready been inported fromone of the other universes.
Sonet hi ng that took casual comments and made themterrifyingly real

"T"lingina lost."

"Tal k nust."
"Fi nd parent-master other."
"Message! "
CHAPTER 2
Li t he
"Where was that coach now?' wondered Jerold Smythe. 'How could his
daughter -- probably the best gymast in the whole valley -- nake it to the

AOympics if the only coach was | ate?" He heard, rather than saw, the decrepit
vehicle as it turned up the lane. 'About tine!' was his angry thought.
For his part, coach WIllianms was equally annoyed wi th parents who

insisted that a re-test was required. Shillian, the Snythe only child, was a
good gymmast but not hardly world class. For her part, she'd do anything to
pl ease her overbearing father. Still, perhaps there was nore here than just a

m nor interest. No sense coloring his professional judgment with the disgust
he felt for those parents who pushed their children too hard and too far

"CGood day," growled M. Snmythe. "You said noon and it's very nearly one
O cl ock now. "

"M nor problems with nmy vehicle,"” he held up a hand to quell M.
Snythe's coments. "Let's get on with the test. You have, of course, had the
equi pnent neasur ed?"

"Yes," hunphed M. Snythe. "OF course." He turned to Shillian, who had
changed into her costume when she heard the old car turn up the [ ane. "Show
hi m what you can do. Your best perfornmance!"” He ordered. Shillian wal ked to



t he bal ance beam and began her routine.

"Lithe, isn't she?" demanded M. Snythe. M. WIIiams, having seen many
gymmasts in his thirty years since his owm O ynpic days, merely grunted

"Wl |l ?" snapped M. Snythe at the end of the routine. "Is she in?"

"If she's able I'd like to see her on the bars. One gymastic event
doesn't make one an d ynpian."

M. Snythe waved his hand towards the uneven bars. Although tired,

Shillian wal ked over and went through her routine. She slipped only once but
it was mnor. "She in yet?" demanded M. Snythe again. "Wat will it take?"
"First she will take a half hour rest and then do her floor exercise.

I'll decide at that tinme."
"She can do it -- "

"She will take a break and then do the final exercise."”

"But -- "

"Or | leave now. | will not tolerate injuring an athlete because they
aren't allowed proper rest. Is that clear?"

"Uh. But ... very well."

Shillian sniled her thanks at the coach. She was tired. She spraw ed

out on the grass and stretched herself. Al too soon the rest break was over.
Taki ng up her ribbon, she walked to the center of the |law and waited for her
father to start the nusic. The nusic, a special CD her father had created for
her routine, began and she began

"She's smooth," stated M. Snythe. "Very snooth," he repeated. The
coach wat ched without comment. Sonethi ng caught his eye fromacross the field.
There was a strange gl ow over Trans-Dinensional, Inc. Mnentarily he paused
and then, once nore attenpting to get some commrent fromthe coach, he went on

"She nmoves like a supple little snake,"” he punched M. WIllianms. Both

men's attention were drawn back to Shillian and her routine by her scream
whi ch qui ckly becanme a | ong drawn out hiss.
For Shillian now noved exactly like a supple snake. Arnms and | egs were

bot h gone. She had becone el ongated, 15 neters perhaps nmore in length. From
oversi zed yellow slit eyes, her terror stared back at both men. There would be
no A ympics gymastics for Shillian nor her father -- who continued to stare
at the creature his daughter had becone.

"No response.”

"Parent-master not CGhi talk."

"Ct her nust!"

CHAPTER 3
Qui et as a Muse

The two nmen quietly entered the house.

"Where's your lovely young wi fe, Jam e?" asked the ol der of the two.

"l suspect she's around. Hardly ever |eaves home since the accident."

"You sure she won't mnd?"

"She needs to entertain nmore. She used to enjoy it so nmuch but..."

"Yes, the accident. Still | don't hear her about. Maybe she's gone for
a wal k or sonet hi ng?"

"Li kely upstairs sleeping or out in the garden. She enjoys grow ng
t hi ngs, you know. "

"I've an idea. I'ma bit of a chef when nmy wife let's nme. She's on
conference, your wife's not about ... how s about we surprise her. |I'll cook,
you set things out on the table?"

"Anyt hi ng you say, M. Tarawan"

"Call me Bill, for Heaven's sake. Can't have ny new V.P. sound so weak
"Bill""

"Yes, M.... Bill. That would be a nice surprise."

* * * %

The two nmen quickly and quietly (assum ng Jam e was i ndeed upstairs
asl eep) set about their task. Bill was, in fact, quite the chef and soon had a
five course neal simering, searing and otherwise in preparation in the



kitchen. An hour and a half went by with little said.

"You know, Tim | don't believe she's upstairs. | can't believe anyone
woul d sl eep through the wondrous snells we're creating. Wiy don't you check
"1l watch things here."

Ti m dashed upstairs to discover a runpled bed but no Jam e. He returned
to the kitchen with a winkled brow

"Not there?" asked Bill. "You said she was a gardener. Wy don't you
call her in. Everything's ready here."

Ti mwal ked to the back door, wal ked onto the deck and scanned the
garden. There was no sign of her anywhere. Timbegan a nore thorough search
wal ki ng the back part of their acreage. He found her, as expected, in the
smal | herb garden

"Hi, Jame. |I'mhone early. The boss has conme for dinner ... he's
making it."

"Ti my! How could you? That's ny job. He'll think terribly of you."

"Hs idea. Wants to see how his new V.P. |ives."

"I'"ve got to get back. To entertain..."
"Everything's done. He sent me out to find you. Dinner's ready. If |

hadn't known you'd be here, 1'd never have found you. Aright quiet little
nmouse you are..." H's voice caught in md-sentence as a cluster of strangely
gl owi ng crystals surrounded Jam e and she began to change before his eyes.

"Talk ... Back home ... T'lingina ... Lost," she rmunbled before
dropping to all fours.

"Weak now. "

"Sky dark, not glow"

"Tal k nust."

"Parent-master find nust."
CHAPTER 4
Pony

"I want a pony! | want a pony! | want a pony!" shrieked Linda's bratty
step-sister. It was her birthday and she wanted somet hing. And was letting the
uni verse know it, too. Things were so much easi er when she and Mom had been
al one. What did Momsee in that Bill and his brat of a kid?

"There's no noney for a pony," she heard her Mom say fromthe kitchen
"I"msorry. But what you got is all you'll get."

"Dad' || get ne a pony. \Wen he cones hone, he'll get ne a pony. I'l
see that he will ... and you too."

"There isn't noney for a pony. W're stretching the budget as is. You
can't have a pony and that's final."

"Can, too," Kitra screeched. "Or ... or ... I'Il hold nmy breath, I
will!" She couldn't hold her breath | ong enough to close her nouth nuch | ess
to actually do herself danage. Linda wished Kitra would grow up a little.

"If Dad hadn't nmarried you, we'd have plenty of money. You're bl ow ng
it on junk and clothes to get Linda married off. | wi sh that Dad had not
married you, | wish that you' d both drop dead, | wish that I had a pony." This
last bit was said at auctioneer speed all on one breath. Linda, too, w shed
Mom hadn't remarried. Kitra was a pain ... a real pain. The first new cl ot hes
she'd had in nonths and Kitra was begrudgi ng them her. Married off, indeed.
She snort ed.

"That old maid of yours is too plain to get married. And buyi ng her

anything is a total waste of nobney. | deserve a pony, | should get a pony.
I nstead she gets new clothes. She's so ugly, she'd make a good pony. She
shoul d be a pony ... at l|least she'd be useful."

Li nda was about to start walking to the kitchen when she was surrounded
by a small cloud of glow ng sparks. She felt strange a nmoment and then wal ked
down to the kitchen. Her feet made strange sounds on the wood floor but Linda
put it down to the ol d house.

She pushed open the door and wal ked into the kitchen. She'd intended to
stop the argunment sonehow, to nediate. The results were sonmewhat |arger than



she expected. Her nother put her hand over her nobuth in a silent scream
Kitra's response was totally different.

"Cool! Were's ny saddl e?"

"Not hone"

"Weak -- no sky food"

"Parent-master nust find."

CHAPTER 5
Hor si ng Around

It had been a narvel ous evening. Trina and her new husband Chucki e had
pl ayed ganes in bed, read to each other and, of course, nade |ove. They'd
fallen asleep in each others arns. Trina had been the first to awaken. She'd
al ways been a light sleeper and there was a real sparkle in the sunlight this
nmorni ng. And she wanted nore fun w th Chuckie.

She nuzzl ed his cheek only to be told to go back to sleep -- it wasn't
noon yet. Chuckie, you see, was a heavy sleeper. He preferred early bedtines
and | ate nornings. Trina, though, wasn't about to take a nmunbled "Go back to
sl eep” as a definitive answer.

She began by kissing Chuckie's exposed armstarting at his fingers. He
treated this as one nmight a large insect. Trina received a hard ringing slap
for her trouble. She wasn't about to let things go that easily, though. She
pul l ed a feather fromher pillow and began to tickle Chuckie's cheek. He
sl apped anot her "nosquito". Wen he realized it was her, he popped the pill ow
over his head and proceeded to go back to sleep

Smal | tickles weren't having the effect Trina wanted. Although she
herself wasn't ticklish, she knew he was. Starting along his sides, she
started her tickles. He squirmed and tw sted but he had nore ticklish spots
than he could protect froma deternined w fe.

"WIl you stop horsing around!" he demanded at |ength "before I..." Her
shriek brought himfully awake. Turning over in bed, his eyes wi dened as he
beheld Trina's altered form Horsing around was exactly what she woul d be
doi ng fromnow on. And he had no idea as to what to do next.

"Hone, nust find."

"Need sky-food."

"Tal k nust."
CHAPTER 6
Too Much Sun
Bill, as he left for work, |ooked out into the backyard. As expected,

there was his wife Trish, sunning again. She seemed to do nothing el se now
that they'd given up their apartrment in the city for their new beachfront
home. He sniled. She'd even staked out a favorite rock

"Don't burn too badly," he called to her as he headed for the front
driveway and their car.

"I won't," she smiled back raising her bottle of sun tan lotion and a
m sting bottle.

Tri sh had al ways enjoyed the sun. She couldn't get enough of it. O
sure she heard it would winkle her up Iike a prune someday. Maybe even cause
skin cancer. But that only happened to other people. Her timer chinmed and she
rolled over to present a different surface to the warm ng rays of the sun

When he returned 10 hours later, Bill was startled to find that Trish
was still on the rock.

"You spend the whol e day there?" he called.

"Don't be silly," she replied. "The sun's too hot in the middle of the
day. Besides how could | get anything done around here if | spent all ny tinme
in the sun?"

"l doubt you could spend any nore tine in the sun if you were a lizard
and absolutely had to," he grinned.

There was a strange sparkling glowin the air that surrounded his w fe.
Bill didn't see it because he'd already entered the house to start supper



When he finished the light neal, he wal ked out their basenent wal kout to cal
Tri sh.
"Trish, sup..." was as far as he got. His wife would definitely be able
to spend nore tinme in the sun now

* * * %

"Qt her sky-food uses.”

"Not right, sky-food."

"Honme nust."

CHAPTER 7
Pretty as a Peacock

Crystal was waiting. This was her first big date! And with an ol der
boy, too. He said they'd be going dancing and to a novie and everyt hi ng!

The waiting was a killer ... as waiting so often is. A full two hours
before he was to pick her up, Crystal had started her preparations. Sure her
ol der sister said to let himwait but what did she know? She hadn't a date in
nont hs maybe. At |east none Crystal knew about. After trying on a dozen
outfits, she settled on a blue dress. Her father snmiled a funny half-snile
When she pressed for what was wong, he just shook his head.

"Not hing," he said quietly. "Just ny nenories of a younger tine."

Crystal didn't have time to enquire and decided to get out of the heat
of the house. The breeze of her passage through the air as she swung
back-and-forth was pl easant. She imagined all the wonderful times ahead in the
eveni ng.

* * * %

She was suddenly brought awake by a strange collection of glow ng
crystals around her. They seenmed to be trying to say sonething but she
couldn't quite make it out.

"T-ha-ark," they announced again. Wat could it mean? Crystal stopped
swi ngi ng as the doorbell rang. "Suh-aye," they whispered again. Crystal didn't
have tinme for whispering fireflies. Her date was here.

"She's outside on the swing," she heard her father announce. "Pretty as
a peacock!" He conpl eted proudly.

Crystal watched as the fireflies becane brighter and brighter. She felt
strange, very strange. Maybe she was ill? Not on her first date surely. Wen
she caught a glinpse of her armthough, she realized sonething decidedly odd
was happeni ng. She was sprouting feathers! This couldn't be happening to her
not on her first date! Looking down she discovered a |long flow ng iridescent
green tail and birds feet and cl aws.

"Hel p!" she tried to shout. Al that cane out was a bird-1ike croaking
sound.

* * * %

"Ta-a-1 k" whispered the fireflies again.
CHAPTER 8
Silly

"You said it was nmy turn to get supper,” Kenny protested as he
di sentangl ed hinself fromhis new wife. They' d spent the day in their
apartment playing around, joking with each other (and, yes, there'd been
plenty of other 'pastinmes' as well). He quickly donned a housecoat and strode
into the kitchen to prepare one of his favorite di shes "Sausage and Cheese
Orel et s"

Hi s young wife, Mary-Jean lay for a nonment staring at the vacant space
where he'd been only nmonments before. Spying a |long feather stuck in one of her
hats, she got up quietly. Perhaps the ganes weren't quite over yet. On tiptoe,
she quietly nmade her way to the back of the intent chef standing by their
stove. Kenny, intent on showi ng that he too could cook, didn't hear her
approach. Quietly she tickled himwith the end of the feather. At first, he
did nothing but brush away the "fly". Then he realized this fly was far too
persi stent.



Tur ni ng suddenly he caught her about the waist. "Caught you!" He |ed
her in a romping dance with no nusic. An insistent pop drew his attention to
the stove. Running to the onelet, now ruined on the skillet, he smled "Ch you
silly sausage! 1've burned our breakfast!"

CHAPTER 9
Too Sl ow

"Ms. Hiicha," one of the technicians beckoned her to his console.
"W've a problem™

"What ki nd of problenP" she snapped.

The norni ng had been a conplete disaster. The denmpnstration for that
m ni ng conpany big-wig had been a fiasco. Julia, at the front desk, was now
part of her desk furniture in sone unfathomable way. She was still alive, of
course, and in no i medi ate danger. But the deal had coll apsed before it had
even gotten to the sanples they'd so carefully extracted fromthe other world.
And now there were these strange reports of other people changed in inpossible
way.

"The portal,"” he waved in the direction of their gateway. "The
residuals aren't dissipating."

After each time a portal was used, there was a slight |atent energy
that remained. It was a signature fromthe other universe they'd tapped into.
It had al ways dissipated in a few hours.

"How strong?" she frowned.

"Still as strong as when we shut it down, give or take a little.
Sonething's feeding the residuals fromthis side or, maybe, the other."

"Find out!" she shook her head. Wiy did she always have to tell them
what to do. "If it's this side, we can stop it and close the porta
conpletely. Gtherwise, we'll have to re-open." She stonped back to her office
and sl anmed the door. The technician shrugged and called a huddle with his
col | eagues.

A few nminutes later, he burst into her office. Plainly, something
unexpect ed was goi ng on. "Now what ?"

"The residuals, they' re grow ng!"

Now t hat was i npossible! There was no way the portal could re-open
wi t hout energy fromthis side.

"Full containnment!" she ordered. He ran from her office and began to
adjust the controls by the portal. Contai nment would put the gateway, its
control ling equi pment and the spherical chanber that housed them slightly out
of phase with the universe. It would prevent anything fromgetting out of the
i Mmediate vicinity of the gateway until it could be studied.

"Containment initiation in 10 -- 9 -- " began an obviously synthetic
Voi ce.

Panting fromrunning fromthe room the technician slunped into a
chair. He'd nade it with only a second to spare. Had he not nmade it, he'd have
been trapped inside contai nnent as well and been beyond rescue until they
determ ned the nature of the emergency.

"Containment initiated," the conputer voice announced. Jean Hiicha
wat ched as the room shi mered. Light could get out, of course, as well as
radio but it suffered distortion. The containnent area | ooked like it was
bei ng seen through the heat shi mer above a roadway in summer.

"Recorders?" she asked

"Al'l operational and running," canme the reply. Then a pause.

"Somet hing's com ng through,” his voice sounded confused.

"Secure the building," Jean snapped. She heard the klaxon sound and
heard the steel pins seal the doors to the portal control area. "Wat is it?"

" Unknown. "

"Find out, dammt."

"I"'mtrying. It's not solid enough to get good readings."

Jean hurried to a monitor in time to see a cloud of sparks force its
way through the portal. Behind it, the portal renmained open to the strange



gl owi ng universe they'd accidentally opened instead of the one they wanted for
t he denonstration that norning. The cluster quickly filled the gateway sphere
and recoiled when it touched the discontinuity of containment. There it
paused, the gateway still open

"Containment is holding," she said with relief. "Wat is it?"

"No idea," came the infuriating response.

"Find out!" She | eaned over the nmonitor, trying desperately to see
clearly through the shinmer of containment. 'Wat was that thing? Not of this
uni verse, that nuch was certain. Related to whatever had cone through this
nor ni ng?' she asked herself. 'Possibly,' she decided. Frowning at the image on
t he nonitor, she rubbed her forehead. She would end up with winkles fromthis
for sure.

"Cont ai nment pressure increasing," the conmputer announced.

"Now what ?" Jean frowned again. Contai nnent pressure was the strength
of the discontinuity. It had only one strength, that deternined by the
rel ative displacenent of the contai nment roomfromthe universe at |arge.
They'd installed the discontinuity sensors when they first experinented with
gat eways to neasure how strong the contai nnent was. They'd never been able to
obtain nore than the one containment level. Plainly, the whatever-it-was in
contai nnent could affect the discontinuity.

"Evacuation alarm" she ordered.

They all knew that meant everyone in the conpany would exit the
facility as quickly as possible -- everyone except thensel ves. They were
trapped in the control roomwith a creature from sonmepl ace el se.

"Cont ai nment pressure dropping," the conputer announced. The technician
at the consol e gave a sigh of relief. The shinmering cloud of points inside
cont ai nnent coal esced agai nst the canera nearly obscuring the view inside the
chanmber. "Contai nment pressure at 75%" the conputer announced.

"CGet nore power on in there!" Jean screaned

"It's at full now There's only the one setting, you know," his cal m
voi ce was vastly irritating." The inmage on the nonitor becane denser and
denser until the chanber and its contents were totally hidden. 'Wat is it
doi ng?' Jean asked hersel f.

There was a burst of static fromthe speaker and a collection of
gl owi ng crystals appeared over the console. The technician was quickly
envel oped by them and stood, frozen, unable to nove. Jean took an involuntary
step backward. The crystals shimrered and pulsed for a few mnutes and then
retreated back to the consol e and vani shed. The technician crunbl ed.

Anot her technician dashed to the enmergency | ocker and got the first
ai de kit. She checked hi mover and then announced "There's nothing really
wrong with him Except he's unconscious." Jean nodded.

A strange hissing sounded fromthe nonitor show ng the contai nnent
chanmber. The creature had retreated fromthe canera except for a few crystals
still floating nearby. The swirling seened | ess random sonmehow. It was
bunching in some places and thinning el sewhere. In fascination, Jean realized
what was happeni ng.

T LI NG NA |

TAKEN T' LI NG NA

GET | MJST

"What was it trying to say?' Jean puzzl ed.

T LI NG NA |

T LI NG NA SEEK |

What ever it wanted, Jean still couldn't ascertain.

PARENT- MASTER |

CHI LD TALKER SEEK

COLD WALL GONE

"It plainly wants sonething,' Jean nused. "Wat does it want?" she
asked out | oud.

"I'ts baby," nuttered the technician still lying on the floor

"What baby?" she demanded but the technician had fallen asleep again.



"This is too weird for ne,' decided Jean slunping into a chair.

"The one fromthis norning?" asked soneone behi nd her

"OfF course!' thought Jean. "W haven't got it though. How can we give
it its baby if we don't have the blasted thing."

T LI NG NA SEEK

T LI NG NA CALL

RETURN |

"Yes, yes," she groused. "W know you miss it but we don't have it
here.”

COLD WALL STOP

CALL |

RETURN |

LEAVE |

CLCSE HOLE

"What the devil was 'cold wall'?" Jean puzzled al oud.

"The contai nnent maybe?" asked the voice again. Jean whirled to denmand
t hat whoever it was shut up. Her epithet died quickly when she discovered it
was her boss.

"What does it want then?" she asked somewhat abashed.

"Could it call the other thing fromthis nmorning back, do you suppose?"

"Who knows. Maybe, | just have no idea."

"Does it want contai nment dropped then?"

"I don't know. | wouldn't advise it. If one tiny piece of that thing is
causi ng the chaos we've been hearing about all day, | sure wouldn't rel ease a
mass that size."

"What else could it nean? It seenms to be asking to call its child hone
to ne."

"You can't know that."

T LI NG NA LOST

T' LI NG NA SCARED

T LI NG NA TALK MJST

"I wonder what the child does for tal king?" asked Robert Norsnmith, the
boss.

"How shoul d I know?" snapped Jean

"I's there a nonitor in there? One it can see -- or whatever it does?"

"The readout set on the gateway conputer."”

"Can we put sonething on that nonitor?"

"Yes, they're networked. What?" Robert signaled to the technician

"Put this up: "Child talk how?" Make it all capitals, too.

CH LD CHANGE

"I wonder," nused Jean. "Maybe it tal ks by changi ng the shape of
somet hi ng. Li ke picture drawi ngs but in three dinensions."

"I believe you are right. So do we let it |oose or not?"

"No!" came Jean's imediate response. "It'Il try to talk to us. W'l
end up like Julia, or worse."

"W have to try sonething."

"Cont ai nment dropping. Pressure at 35% and falling,
announced.

"W haven't nuch choice, do we?" Robert asked. "It'Il get out on its
own in a few m nutes and then what? Maybe if we help it, it won't do anything
too extrene." He nade a quick slash across his throat. "Cut it now" he
or der ed.

The technician hesitated a nonment then hit the cutoff switch. The swrl
of crystals in the containnent didn't expand in the slightest. A small piece
detached itself and flew at high speed fromthe nmonitor and through the cl osed
wi ndow. All were surprised when it passed through the glass w thout danaging
itself or the pane. There was a pause of sonme minutes until a pair of crysta
clusters returned. One was obviously weaker, it's gl ow subdued.

CH LD |

ZERO TALKERS YOUR

t he conputer



LEAVE |

CLOSE HCLE |

The cloud of crystals in the contai nnent roombegan to thin. Unnoticed
by anyone, a small cluster of crystals fromthe cl oud detached itself and
zoomred t hrough the wall straight at Jean. It then returned to the parent body
that soon evacuated the chanber.

"Resi dual s di ssipating,” announced the technician who'd regai ned
consci ousness and had pulled hinself into a chair by the nmonitor. "Residuals
gone. "

Jean tried to respond but could only make a strange coughi ng sound. Her
throat seem dry and she was havi ng troubl e breathing. She | ooked up at
everyone who seened strangely taller and waved to catch their attention.
Robert was the first to respond.

"My God! Get a gurney!" he shouted. They lifted Jean onto the gurney.
"Cut the evacuation alarm W' ve got to get her to the recreation pool."

Jean's vision faded in and out as they rushed her to the pool. Wthout
a nonent's thought, they pushed Jean, gurney and all, into the pool. Her
breat hi ng eased as she sank to the bottom of the pool.

"It left one | ast nessage,"” one of the staff stated. "On the nonitor."

TOO SLOW

THE END
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