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This is the best feeling in the world. Serena stood on the deck of the boat and held out her arms. It felt like she was flying as the wind whipped her silvery blonde hair around her face. She sang along as the radio boomed out a classic rock song.

After the awful night she’d had, she thought she would never want to sing again. The sound of people jeering and booing still echoed through her mind. God, don’t think about that. Just enjoy this moment. Worse still, the guy she had been chatting to online for a few weeks had stood her up. She’d spent so much time talking to Mark she felt like she knew him.

She’d been so excited and terrified of performing in front of an audience for the first time. Mark had promised to be there to support her. She had seen pictures of him online and had scanned the crowd for him. When she had realised he wasn’t there, she froze and her performance had been a disaster.

Serena closed her eyes and let the sound of crashing waves wash over her. Almost as if the waves could wash away all of her churning emotions. She started singing again and it felt good just to say the words. See, she could sing. Unlike what those people had said in the pub. The singing part wasn’t a problem. It was standing on stage and facing people’s judgement that truly frightened her. And the one person she thought would support her hadn’t been there.

“Are you gonna stand there all night?” Mike called over to her as he stood at the bridge and took a swig from his beer bottle.

The sound of his voice broke her out of her feeling of bliss. Typical. She had wanted to enjoy the feeling for a little longer. To just feel free and be one with the waves. Mike wasn’t her type at all, but he had been the only guy to pay any attention to her all night, so she’d agreed to hang out with him for a while.

Serena flashed him a smile. She still couldn’t believe they had only met a few hours ago at the local pub and he’d talked her into coming on a ride on his boat with him. He was nothing like Mark. Mark had been sweet and funny from what she had read in their exchanged messages. Mike was arrogant and full of himself. Her best friend had warned her not to go off with him, but she’d been humiliated tonight and needed something to take her mind off things. Mike might be an arsehole but hey, he had made her feel better for a while. He hadn’t stood her up like her so-called boyfriend. Maybe Jade had been right. Maybe her online relationship had been a complete fantasy.

So, Mike it was. He was real and he’d asked her to come for a ride on his boat around the local harbour. Not the best idea since they’d both been drinking. But who could turn down a romantic boat ride in the middle of the night? The stars hung overhead like a glittering canopy of silver in darkness.

The waves crashed against the bow of the ship as they sped through Brightlingsea Harbour and out towards Mersea Island. Exhilaration rushed through her. This was true freedom. Out here, nothing could harm her. There was no one to judge her, no one to question her abilities. No one to hurt her.

She grabbed her beer bottle and took a swig. Drinking wasn’t like her, but she needed something to take her mind off things. The alcohol had dulled her senses a little, but she kept thinking about Mark. Had he stood her up because he couldn’t make it? Had he turned up, seen her, and thought she wasn’t pretty enough for him? Did he change his mind?

She stared at her phone for the thousandth time and found no new messages. She sighed and shoved her phone back in her pocket.

“Can this thing go any faster?” Serena asked and laughed as the boat lurched forward and picked up speed. She gripped the boat’s railing and yelped when she stumbled down onto the deck. She laughed again, her head spinning.

“Hey, come over here. Or are you gonna spend all night up there?” Mike wanted to know and motioned for her to join him.

He had a mop of short black unruly hair, blue eyes and a chiselled face. He didn’t look like one of the locals and hadn’t told her much about where he came from or what he was doing in town. She hadn’t minded. Not after the humiliating open mic night. Everyone in town called her the next Celine Dion and seemed convinced she would be world famous someday. Sure, she could sing, but overcoming her stage fright was an entirely different matter.

Some nights were fine and she could sing without any problem. Other nights she was too terrified to go on stage. Her heart would race, her hands would get sweaty and she would start hyperventilating. Serena didn’t know what caused her stage fright. Maybe it was just the fear of being rejected and people not liking her. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t sure she ever wanted to go on stage again after what happened tonight at a pub in Colchester.

Her best friend, Jade, had been there and managed to get her offstage before she had turned into a blubbering mess. Both over Mark standing her up, and over her failed gig. Jade had insisted they go out and get completely drunk to take her mind off things. Serena hadn’t had the heart to say no. She didn’t usually like getting drunk — hangovers were the worst — but it had seemed like a good idea at the time. They’d been having a laugh together when Mike had approached her. He seemed nice enough at first. Not her usual type. Heck, most men never paid much attention to her.

“Can I have another one of those?” She stumbled over to Mike and motioned to one of the bottles of beer in the six-pack.

“You don’t need to ask, love.” Mike chuckled and let go of the ship’s wheel. He went over and sat on one of the deck seats.

Serena grabbed the bottle and popped the lid off but didn’t take a drink. “You could have asked anyone to come out here. Why choose me?”

He shrugged. “I liked the sound of your voice when you sang at the Siege House earlier.”

She lifted the bottle to her lips then lowered it again. “Oh, Christ, you saw my awful performance?”

“You sounded pretty good from what I remember. You sing like an angel.”

She snorted. “I’m no angel. Heck, I was terrible tonight. Maybe people are right. Maybe I’m just not meant to be a singer.” Being a singer and making music had been her lifelong dream. She even wrote her own songs, but never really had the courage to sing them to other people.

Mark and Jade had been the only ones who’d encouraged her to follow her dream of being a singer and convinced her to perform at the open mic night. Had any of it been real? Or had Mark just set her up for complete failure? Maybe he wanted to make fun of her all along and had just pretended to be interested in her. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had done that to her.

“My dad used to say never give up on your dreams. So, you shouldn’t give up.” Mike caught hold of her arm and dragged her onto his lap.

She bit back a yelp of surprise. The stars and wind swirled around her dizzy mind. Mike claimed her mouth and she recoiled at the wet sensation of his tongue forcing its way into her mouth. God, what was she doing? She didn’t want this! She just wanted to take her mind off things for a while. This wasn’t the person she had envisioned kissing tonight either.

“Stop.” She pushed against his chest. “I didn’t come here to sleep with you.”

“You didn’t think I’d give you a free boat ride for nothing, did you?” The smile had gone from his eyes. Now they had darkened with anger and desire.

She pulled away, but he caught hold of her and tried to kiss her again. “I said no. Let go of me!” He caught hold of her wrists and captured her mouth in another kiss. She bit down on his tongue, and he screamed in pain. The coppery taste of blood filled her mouth and she spat in his face.

But still, he refused to let go of her. Serena spotted the beer bottle beside them and smashed it against his head with all the force she could muster. Mike screamed as glass exploded over him, but it was enough for him to finally let go.

Serena wriggled free from his grasp and stumbled. The world around her spun upside down and she swallowed bile. She had to get away from him. Where could she hide on a boat? Somewhere below deck perhaps? No, she didn’t want to be trapped down there.

Mike continued howling in pain and clutched his bloody head where the bottle had struck him. “Come back here, you crazy bitch!”

I have to get out of here. She grabbed another bottle and smashed it against the side of the ship, so it became a makeshift weapon. “You stay away from me,” she warned.

“I’ll kill you for this,” he growled. “Do you have any idea who I am? I’ll make sure no one ever finds you.”

Oh, God, he was going to kill her. She glanced around, now suddenly sober. If he came near her again, he’d rape her, or worse. Maybe sex had been the only thing on his mind earlier but not now. Now she’d pissed him off.

Serena did the only thing she could think of. She ran to the other side of the boat and leapt over the railing. She plunged into the icy North Sea, and it felt like being punched as the water crashed against her. Its coldness hit her like a thousand knives. She kicked her legs in an effort to get up to the surface again but didn’t seem to be making any progress.

She’d never been a strong swimmer and being out in the middle of the open sea made it even harder for her. She had to get to the surface. Had to get some air. Her lungs burned in protest.

The lights from the boat flickered above her like glowing orbs, but the harder she kicked the harder it became to keep moving. Her vision blurred and darkness closed in around her.

No, please don’t let me die here, she prayed. Not like this.
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Serena knew she was dying. She couldn’t fight the pain anymore as it dragged her deeper. No, I’m not ready to die. I can’t. I have so much I still want to do. She thrashed around, but it didn’t do any good. Her lungs burned for air as she slowly suffocated.

The blackness drew ever closer. She felt herself sinking further. This was it. No one would ever find her out here. She’d become fish food. Nothing but a pile of bones for the fish to feed on. She would never get a chance to find out why Mark had stood her up. Or to sing again. Her life would be snuffed out. As if she had meant nothing. She had spent most of her life feeling worthless after growing up as a foster kid.

No one would ever know what happened to her. No one would ever think to look for her here. Why would they? Jade hadn’t even known where she and Mike had been going. Not that she really had anyone to leave behind. Except for Jade. She was the only real friend Serena had. She didn’t have any family. No one would miss her or notice she was gone.

Was this it? Was this what death felt like? Slowly suffocating until the blackness consumed you? To float in endless darkness?

Serena had expected something more. Somewhere peaceful perhaps. Somewhere better than this. Somewhere warmer and nicer. If heaven was real, wasn’t it supposed to be a welcoming place? And wasn’t hell supposed to be hot and surrounded by fire?

Would her spirit be stuck floating around here forever? Were spirits even real? She had never been a believer in religion or anything paranormal. She never really thought about it until now. Death had always seemed like something that would be far in the future. Not at the age of twenty-one. Serena had always thought she’d get to see her parents again when she died. The rest of her family had passed on long before she was born. But no one appeared to greet her.

She wanted to scream, to cry out. This wasn’t fair. She wasn’t meant to die like this. And not this young either. The humiliation over being stood up and failing her gig seemed insignificant now.

Please, no. Not this. Let there be something better than this.

Something moved from the darkness. A faint ethereal glow. It slowly drew closer and became brighter. So bright it made her wince.

A woman with long blonde hair swung towards her. Serena almost cried with relief. But she didn’t recognise the woman. It wasn’t a friend or relative or someone she met before.

It must be an angel who had come to escort her to wherever she was meant to go. Or maybe some kind of spirit. She had never been a believer in God but now it didn’t matter. But what if she ended up in the bad place? She had tried to kill Mike after all. Perhaps she wouldn’t be seen as worthy enough to go to heaven or whatever good place dead people went to.

Her lungs burned and she still felt herself drowning. She was surprised she hadn’t already suffocated to death. How long did it take someone to drown? She always thought it would be instantaneous or at least within a couple of minutes. Yet it felt like she had been floating down here forever in the gloom of the deep with her thoughts racing.

“This doesn’t have to be the end,” the woman said.

Please help me! Serena thought but had no idea if the woman could hear her. She didn’t dare open her mouth as she fought to hold her breath. I don’t want to die. I’m not ready — I still have so much I want to do. Please tell me you can help me.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m Galene. You don’t have to move on to the next world. You can become something greater. Something better than you were before.” The woman swam around her. Light still illuminated her body, so much that Serena couldn’t make out much of the woman’s features other than the fact she had long, blonde hair. “You can become like me. Do you accept?” The woman’s voice sounded melodious and almost otherworldly.

Like you? What does that even mean? Serena wished she could open her mouth and speak, but it took every ounce of strength not to take a breath.

“You can become one of Poseidon’s daughters like I am. Not everyone gets offered this opportunity. Think of it as a once-in-a-lifetime chance to be something greater than you were before.”

I don’t...

The woman came closer and circled around Serena. She almost gasped at the sight of the woman’s tail. A long green fishtail. Christ, she was a mermaid. That was what she meant by the daughter of Poseidon. Serena had never imagined such a thing might exist. Mermaids were the stuff of children’s stories. Like fairies. They weren’t real.

The mermaid swam closer and touched Serena’s face. The burning in her chest stopped and she could breathe a little.

“I can become like you?” Serena asked, still gasping for breath. Holy crap, how could she speak now? She was still underwater.

“Yes. You would get to live. That’s what you asked for, isn’t it?”

“What’s the cost? Will I be able to walk on land or will I be stuck down here all the time?”

“You can go on land, but only for a limited time. Your new life will be down here in the sea. You must leave your old life behind.”

That didn’t seem important. She didn’t have much to leave behind. Other than her failed music career. And the guy she thought she had been in love with who had stood her up.

Should she do this? Should she say yes? Thinking the decision over didn’t seem to matter. She didn’t want to die. That much she did know.

“What’s the full price?” she repeated. Serena wasn’t a fool. Nothing in life came for free. As much as she wanted to accept the offer, she needed to know everything that it entailed first. It seemed too good to be true. Leaving her old life behind wasn’t a huge price to pay. There had to be something more.

“The price is you must live out your life here. You won’t have any children, and you can only save up to three people from drowning. No more. You’ll also have the gift of magic.”

“What kind of magic?” That piqued her interest.

“It depends on whatever gift Poseidon bestows upon you,” the mermaid said. “I should warn you; the change will be very painful as you’re reborn into your new body. Once the change begins you won’t be able to stop it. You must endure the entire process for it to work.”

“What kind of pain?” She’d always been a wimp when it came to pain, but she wanted to know everything before she made her final decision.

“Are there more mermaids like you? Or mermen?”

“There’s a whole pod but it consists of only mermaids and humans who have been granted the ability to breathe underwater. Here you will have a new life, a new family, a new home.”

That didn’t sound so bad.

“Fine, I accept.”

The mermaid reached out and touched her forehead. Serena gasped and the blackness around her deepened until she was surrounded by bright light. Stars and planets seemed to whirl around her and off into infinity.

The mermaid vanished and someone else appeared. She could sense them rather than see them very well. “You shall become a daughter of the sea. I bestow on you the gift of magic. Use it wisely.” She caught a flash of a glowing bearded man holding a trident.

She yelped as pain tore through her body. The pain shot down through her head, to her spine and down to her legs. Every bone and muscle felt like it was being torn apart. Her body turned inside out. Her clothes were ripped apart and fell away from her. She screamed, but the sound was lost in the gloom of the deep. More flashes of light blinded her, and the pain intensified like a thousand knives stabbing through her and tearing through every fibre of her being.

God, why had she agreed to this? Even drowning hadn’t been this painful. Maybe she should have said no. Had let herself drown and move on to wherever dead people ended up.

Would she survive this? Would her body break into pieces?

The mermaid had never mentioned if anyone survived the transformation or not. Perhaps some people didn’t — which wouldn’t surprise her. Why hadn’t the mermaid warned her she could die? All she had said was it would be painful. Painful didn’t begin to describe this feeling. She should have known there was a catch. If something was too good to be true it always was.

If she had to choose a way to die, she’d have chosen the drowning. It hurt like hell but nothing like this.

Nothing could have prepared her for this.

Images from her life before flashed through her mind. Playing as a kid with her parents. The first time she had sung. Playing piano in one of her foster homes, meeting Jade. Talking to Mark online and exchanging numerous messages as well as talking on the phone. Up until her fight with Mike and falling overboard.

“Don’t fight the change, Serena. You are going to be reborn,” the mermaid’s voice sounded far away. “The pain will pass eventually. Just try to breathe and let it happen. Don’t fight against it.”

She wanted this nightmare to be over. Once and for all.
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Serena floated in the blackness for what seemed like forever. The pain had faded. Now there was nothing. Just numbness. No memories. No feelings. Nothing. Maybe this was it. She had died and now existed in an infinite void. She would float here forever. Alone.

The thought saddened her. Tears dripped down her cheek and disappeared into the darkness. Coldness seeped through her. Did the dead even feel the cold? That didn’t make sense. Why would a dead person need to feel anything? Why would they cry?

More tears fell and the coldness deepened.

Serena gasped for breath and drew in gulps of air. No, not air. Seawater. It felt like taking in lungsful of clean air. She could breathe again.

Serena raised her arms. Her clothes had long since vanished. Now her chest and torso were covered by iridescent blue scales. Her legs were gone. Now replaced by a long blue tail. She was a mermaid.

She’d survived the change.

Serena swam around, surprised by how fast and easily she could move. She half expected to flay about like a fish out of water.

Her body knew how to move through the water with ease. Her long hair had turned dark blue and her skin now had an iridescent shimmer around it. It felt exhilarating to swim and not feel any pain. Like pure freedom.

Nothing could hurt her down here. Not Mike, not the people who had jeered at her, not anyone.

The other mermaid she
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