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   CHAPTER 1 
 
    Every year at Ocean View College brought new and intense changes. My junior year was no different. It started with the transportation provided to get us there at the start of first semester. Kai was still living at my house. We were both going to be foreign exchange students during second semester…and it turned out that foreign exchange students were treated to a seven-day cruise on their way to school at the beginning of the academic year, to introduce us to life in a different environment. 
 
    Wow! That cruise was exactly what I needed after all the things that had happened on campus the previous year and a summer that was a bit too rough. I swear I pick up scraps of PTSD and glue them onto my soul the way happier girls decorate themselves with glitter and makeup. 
 
    We were picked up at my house by a smaller bus than usual, I’m guessing since there weren’t that many students from my area going abroad. The driver was a short stocky woman with hair striped gold and black and slicked away from her face. Her eyes were brown; her eyebrows arched above them in sweeping lines. Gripping our suitcases with large strong hands, she gave us a quick smile. 
 
    We climbed into the bus and picked seats in the middle. On every seat, there was a box filled with snacks and drinks. Opening mine, I found a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a bag of potato chips, two bags of trail mix, a can of Coke Zero and a bottle of water. Things were off to a good start. 
 
    Arriving at the Port of San Francisco, I felt mesmerized. It suddenly dawned on me how little my family stepped out of the house to explore. We’d lived in Northern California for a year now, yet we’d never gone to check out San Francisco. I’d seen pictures of the Bay Bridge online before, but seeing it in person was something else. It really was a marvelous feat of engineering and artistic design. It reminded me of women giants standing in a line across the bay holding hands. Whenever the sun came out, it sparkled on the metal structure. 
 
    I got butterflies in my stomach seeing the ocean and all the gorgeous cruise ships docked in the harbor. I’d soon be boarding one of those! 
 
    As the bus driver got ready to pull into a parking spot, someone in a bright red SUV cut her off and zipped into the spot. For a split second, the bus driver’s appearance completely changed. I don’t know if people who aren’t magically gifted can see these kinds of things or not. It was so fast, one could totally imagine they daydreamed for a second or the sun got in their eyes or something, rather than they saw what they saw. For a split second, I saw the bus driver’s face change into an ocelot. Her gold-and-black striped hair was ocelot fur; her brown eyes were shiny wildcat eyes. She let out a low guttural growl. Then the moment passed and she was shaking her fist at the SUV driver, yelling: “Watch where you’re going! Idiot!” 
 
    She drove on and found an even better spot, much closer to the building where we had to check in. Ocean View College had its own building at the Port of San Francisco, which made sense. That way, they could keep our unique qualities out of sight of the general public. I wondered who’d negotiated the deal for Ocean View College to have their own terminal with their own security checkpoint at the port. I realized the pure-blood faeries had probably played a major role. 
 
    The building was a large concrete building painted with a gorgeous ocean scene on either side. Inside, the walls were painted the same mint green with white ocean waves along the bottom as the Ocean View logo. The ceiling and all the trim were painted white. The floor was made of black tiles with tiny specks of color in them: red, blue, yellow and green. 
 
    The place was filled with the hubbub of students talking and laughing. 
 
    Finally, a voice came over the sound system: “We’re going to get ready to board now, folks. Have your passports ready.” 
 
    Placing my backpack on the floor, I fumbled through a zippered compartment. I thought I was going to have a heart attack. No passport! Then I realized I’d tucked it into a smaller zippered pocket inside the first one, for safekeeping. I pulled it out and flipped through the pages. There it was: my brand new passport I’d applied for during the summer, first one I’d ever owned. 
 
    After passing through a long line up to a window where our passports were checked, we were led outside and up a gangway onto the ship. We never had to pass through metal detectors or anything. I guess once you were an Ocean View student, you’d already passed security clearance. And really, most of our students were capable of being lethal in ways no metal detector or X-ray machine could ever pick up. We had many students who could go rogue with witch or faerie spells or turn into dangerous beasts if they wanted to. Ocean View must screen for temperament, at least to some degree. 
 
    When we arrived at the top of the gangway, we were led into a tiny room where we had our photos taken with the background of a tropical island. That was unexpected and very cool. 
 
    Then we received folders just like we always did at the start of the new school year: mint green with white-capped waves along the bottom, the Ocean View emblem on top. Inside, there was a sheet of paper with our cabin number and the name of our cabinmate, a booklet describing onboard activities, a schedule of events we were required to attend and a map of the ship. 
 
    Kai was my cabinmate! And the ship had lots of amazing things, just like I’d heard regular cruise ships do: swimming pools and restaurants and theaters. I felt like I might be dreaming, but then I’d felt that way many times since starting college. 
 
    Our cabin was really nice. It wasn’t especially large, but it had a deck with a glass door leading out to it. The walls were pale blue. There were two twin beds, one dresser and one desk, one nightstand in between the beds and our own private bathroom with toilet, sink and shower. This was gonna be great! 
 
    Before the ship pulled out of port, we had a mandatory meeting where we were taught how to put on a bright orange life vest and how to board the lifeboats should there be an emergency. That made me a bit nervous; but we were assured there had never been an accident on any Ocean View cruise and just in case, there were enough life vests and lifeboats for all of us. 
 
    And then we were given free time! 
 
    Kai and I decided to explore the ship. It was a lot of fun walking along the decks. The main deck looked like a boardwalk for all the shops and restaurants lined up along its inner side. On the opposite side, there was a metal railing and an awesome view of the ocean. As we pulled away from the dock, sunlight danced along the waves created by our ship’s powerful draft. Dolphins leapt through the waves that were rising and falling next to us, eventually sliding away from the dolphins to splash against the hull. 
 
    Kai and I played a game of chess using giant chess pieces on a section of the deck painted as a large chessboard. I won, but not by much. Kai had actually captured more of my pieces than I’d captured of hers. Winning was dumb luck, really. I hadn’t played enough board games growing up to be much of a strategist. Kai moved one of her pieces out of the way. I stared at the board for a while and then suddenly noticed that if my knight moved two squares to the right and one square down, it would capture Kai’s king. She’d left the path wide open. I blinked a few times and studied the board some more. Yup. I was seeing things correctly. “Checkmate.” I lifted my knight and carried it into place. Laughing, I knocked down Kai’s king by kicking it over. 
 
    Kai rolled her eyes at my antics. “Let’s get something to eat.” 
 
    We stopped by several restaurants to read the menu in their front windows. We settled on a place that was combination burger joint and ice cream parlor. I splurged on a blue cheese burger piled high with toppings (onion straws, fried onions and mushrooms, special sauce and ketchup), French fries and Coke Zero. Kai teased me for ordering diet soda with everything else I’d ordered, but I pointed out that I was saving room for dessert. 
 
    Kai shrugged her shoulders and laughed. Following my lead, she ordered Diet Pepsi, a pulled pork sandwich topped with coleslaw, and a side order of cheese fries. I made good on my plan to get dessert by ordering an out-of-this-world banana split. Kai ordered a slice of five-layer chocolate cake. If you’d told us we’d died and gone to Heaven, we would have said, “Yup. That sounds about right.” 
 
    Back in our cabin, we checked our schedules. At 7:00 PM, we both had an event we were required to attend. Mine was Introduction to Romania. Kai’s was Introduction to Japan. OK, basic stuff then. We were both excited, though. It wasn’t like we had to attend a boring geography lecture. We were going to get glimpses into foreign countries we’d actually be going to in a few months’ time. I couldn’t wait to find out more details. 
 
    Since it was only 1:00 in the afternoon, we had six hours to kill. We decided to check out the spa. It was gorgeous, like walking into a castle room. Lying on our backs floating in a saltwater pool, we stared up at a ceiling filled with special effects—dark sky splashed with dancing auroras and twinkling stars—that looked absolutely real, most likely glamoured by faeries. I realized as I floated there feeling utterly at peace, I was no longer afraid of faeries in general. Some of my friends were faeries. More importantly, the evil ones that had run Ocean View College for way too many years no longer held ultimate power. Or at least they weren’t supposed to. We’d see how things panned out once the school year started. 
 
    After the spa, we took a short nap, then caught a movie in one of the theaters. Field of Dreams was playing. It was basically a golden oldie, made before our time, but we loved it. It especially spoke to me. I swear that movie was written by a ghost whisperer. 
 
    At 6:00, we were still kinda full from lunch, so we grabbed a light dinner. I got a Caesar salad with chicken and Kai got a Greek salad with salmon. 
 
    Then we parted ways to go to our events. 
 
    When I said it wasn’t like we had to attend a boring geography lecture…hoo-boy, I had no idea how true that was. 
 
    I found the correct room. It looked like a movie theater on the outside. It had a green-and-white striped marquee and a sign out front that said: Junior Year Romania Foreign Exchange Students. That would be me. 
 
    Stepping through the door, I was greeted by a guy dressed in a blue uniform with white gloves. Motioning with a gloved hand, he said, “Welcome! Please sit on one of the outlined spaces in the next room.” 
 
    The room was dark. There were rows of squares on the floor, each outlined in glowing blue lines. It reminded me of the setup in Virtual Reality classes, except the outlined spaces were smaller here. 
 
    Turns out they were just outlines for where to sit. 
 
    A woman came out from behind theater curtains to stand in front of the room. Tall and graceful, she was wearing a white dress that fell to mid-calf, flat leather shoes and a colorful scarf. Raising her hands above her head, she clapped them a couple of times. “OK, students! Welcome! Let me introduce myself. I’m Dr. Roxana Ladarescu. I’m Romanian, born and bred in Romania. I’m descended from a long line of witches. You’re about to embark on a fascinating journey that will introduce you to the place where you’ll be staying in Romania. It’s kind of like the VR experiences you’ve had back at Ocean View. However, this time, the room itself will transport you to the scene, so you won’t have to step into any bulky VR equipment or wear any bulky helmets. Everyone OK with that?” 
 
    The room filled with murmurs. 
 
    Dr. Ladarescu waited patiently. Then she said, “Raise your hand if you’re not ready for this.” 
 
    No one raised their hand. My hands shook a bit from nervousness, but there was no way I was going to miss out on a trip to Romania or getting prepared for it. 
 
    What happened next was like leveling up once again in the magical realm of Ocean View—and truth be told, the magical realm itself. Only one more year until we graduated and started working as professionals within the magical realm without the guidance of professors and classroom instruction. That was a rather frightening thought. 
 
    The room disappeared. We found ourselves sitting in a large field. Wind blew through our hair and through the tall grasses all around us. Mountainous clouds filled a bright blue sky. 
 
    Dr. Ladarescu stood at the front of our group. She pointed to a village off in the distance. “Follow me. We’re going over there.” 
 
    It was difficult making our way through the tall grass. The village seemed far enough away to require walking for at least an hour, and yet we were there in what felt like fifteen minutes. A magic spell was clearly at play. 
 
    Dr. Ladarescu explained where we were. “This is the village where you’ll all be staying next semester. Would you like to see your individual cottages?” 
 
    There were a lot of enthusiastic replies. 
 
    “Sure!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah!” 
 
    “Definitely!” 
 
    We followed behind Dr. Ladarescu, stepping into our personal cottages as she pointed them out. 
 
    I thought we’d be staying several girls to a building, but it turned out we each had our own. There were fourteen girls and fourteen buildings, seven on each side of a dirt road. Thankfully, my cottage was in the middle—on the right side, the way we were facing. I wouldn’t have wanted to be at either end of the road. There was nothing but woods all around us and a large empty field behind us. I didn’t know this country. I didn’t have any friends here. I didn’t know any of the Ocean View students assigned here. This semester, I’d be taking a course called Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture for Journalism students with a Ghost Whispering major. There would obviously be magical beings here and I didn’t know exactly what kinds. Not to mention the usual dangers in an isolated place. Best to be tucked away from the edge of things. 
 
    The moment I stepped inside my cottage, I felt more safe than afraid. 
 
    It was the sweetest, most charming place! The cottage was an old stone building, tiny, basically the size of a large shed. Worn stone steps led up to a door that had recently received a new coat of blue paint. Looking up and down the street, I saw that all the doors had been painted blue, green or yellow. Clay flower pots had been placed on either side of each step. Window boxes sat on the stone windowsills. Above them were squares of thick old-fashioned glass, each pane outlined with black metal. 
 
    Inside, the walls were a combination of stone and plaster. Wooden beams crossed the plaster ceiling above, adding a nice homey touch. 
 
    The far wall held a fireplace. Wooden logs had been stacked next to it. Off to the left, there was a twin-sized bed, a dresser, nightstand and small desk. What you might call a living room—because it had a couch, an end table and coffee table—was right next to that area. On the wall opposite the bedroom was a really cute kitchen. A small wooden table sat under one of the front windows. Along the side wall was a sink, a stove that required wood for cooking and a small refrigerator. A counter ran between the stove and sink. There were a few wall cabinets and above the sink, a window. Adding to the coziness of the kitchen, an enamel-coated teapot painted white with pink flowers sat on the counter, next to a stack of ceramic teacups. I could totally picture myself curling up on the couch with a hot cup of tea while a fire burned in the fireplace. 
 
    Exploring further, I found a bathroom down a hallway to the right of the fireplace. It had the basics: sink, toilet and shower. The shower floor was part of the main floor. All that would keep water from going everywhere was a plastic curtain hanging from a rod that you pulled closed, plus the floor slanted toward a drain in that section. 
 
    Next to the bathroom was a closet. 
 
    A short distance from the bathroom, I found a trapdoor leading to a basement. Lifting the heavy wooden door by the thick strap attached to it, I discovered concrete stairs leading down into total darkness. Cold air wafted up into my face. It smelled dank. 
 
    I thought about going down there. Curiosity killed the cat, right? But then again, cats had nine lives. Maybe I’d be lucky. 
 
    Before I had a chance to decide, Dr. Ladarescu knocked on the front door. “Time to go!” 
 
    Speaking of cats, as we headed back to the open field, a black cat leapt from a stone wall I hadn’t noticed before and started following us. I hoped so much that it was local to our village. I’d totally invite it in and feed it. Maybe it would like the warmth of sitting by my fireplace. 
 
    When we reached the field, it was like we’d stepped right into the theater room back on the cruise ship. Wind blowing through our hair and making the tall grasses dance. Clouds scattering shadows on the ground as they sailed across the bright blue sky. Then…*Blink*…We were back in a darkened room standing right in the same square spots outlined in glowing blue lines where we’d been before. 
 
    I swore I’d never get used to the effects of magical spells. I felt dizzy and a little nauseated. I also felt overwhelmed by an intense feeling of sadness. It made no sense. It was irrational. I felt stricken with mourning over leaving that little cat. It was as though my own pet had died. I didn’t even have a pet. And I had seen that cat for only a few minutes, fifteen minutes tops. For all I knew, it was a creature from Hell, prone to hissing, biting and scratching, a cat I’d sincerely wish would go away once I interacted with it. But, no, I felt it was the sweetest cat on Earth and I missed it dearly. Magic had messed me up. 
 
    Dr. Ladarescu clapped her hands. “OK, future foreign exchange students, you all did great! I hope you enjoyed seeing the village where you’ll be staying when you go abroad.” 
 
    Happy, excited murmuring filled the room. 
 
    As soon as the room quieted down, Dr. Ladarescu told us to come up front and grab pamphlets about our second-semester trip from the table behind her. “And after that, I suggest you go have fun. Do something you’ll enjoy. Try the swimming pools; go down the slides. Or catch a show. As soon as we get back to Ocean View, you’ll be working hard once again.” 
 
    Groans filled the room. She laughed. Then we all went up to the table to see what was there. 
 
    There were five different booklets on Romania and our upcoming semester abroad. I grabbed one of each. I could hardly wait to look at them, but I decided I should take Dr. Ladarescu’s advice: Go have fun! 
 
    When I caught up with Kai, we talked about the virtual experiences we’d just had. Her meeting had been similar to mine, but with a completely different vibe. Her group had also felt like they’d disappeared from the ship in the blink of an eye, except they’d went to Japan instead of Romania. 
 
    It was really interesting listening to Kai describe where she and the other empaths would be staying. They’d be staying at a Buddhist monastery. Kai’s virtual experience seemed to have given her a kind of inner peace and spiritual awakening. It’s hard to describe. She had this expression on her face like she’d glimpsed something special, while her body seemed more relaxed than usual. That was very different than what I’d experienced: basically, a quaint village with my own cozy cottage, along with a dark, dank basement containing the unknown and an adorable black cat crossing my path. Although I was excited about my semester abroad, I had mixed feelings about how it would actually unfold. 
 
    We decided to try the pool with the longest, curviest tube slides. After changing into bathing suits, we headed over there. What a blast! We spent about half an hour racing down the slides while screaming our heads off. Flopping onto cushioned lounge chairs on a side deck, we were approached by a waiter. “Would you care to order something?” Poolside service, holy camole! 
 
    I asked if we could see a menu. 
 
    We were handed an awesome one: lots of choices with a notice at the top that there was no cost to Ocean View students or staff. 
 
    Having worked up an appetite, I ordered a bacon and blue cheese burger with pickles, coleslaw and French fries on the side, along with an ice cream soda. 
 
    After stuffing ourselves with an awesome meal (second dinner, which suggests the cruise was turning us into Hobbits) Kai and I went back to our cabin to change. Then we went to see another movie, this time Solaris. Another old movie, but interesting. As we walked along the main deck, taking in the cool night air, the twinkling stars and planets and the scythe-shaped moon, along with the sound of waves repeatedly rising up and splashing against our ship, Kai commented on the movie. “It’s weird, but the virtual experience I had today kind of felt like the mystical experience George Clooney’s character had as he approached the planet of Solaris. It was mind-altering, as though I’d glimpsed another reality. I’m not sure what to expect when I go to Japan.” 
 
    I told Kai I felt the exact same uncertainty, although my virtual world had more to do with a black cat than a space station orbiting a mysterious planet. 
 
    After a walk around the ship and some time spent leaning against the railings, watching the waves repeatedly rise from their dark liquid surface to race toward our ship, we went back to our cabin. 
 
    We changed into pajamas. Climbing into our beds, we started looking through the pamphlets we’d received on the countries we’d be going to as foreign exchange students. 
 
    Romania looked fascinating. The beginning of our trip would start with sightseeing. After landing in a small airport in the capital of Bucharest, we’d stay overnight in an old, historical hotel. From the photographs, Bucharest looked like a blend of modern city and old-time village. After a day there, we’d spend a few nights in Transylvania before heading off to the country village we’d been shown on our magically-enhanced virtual tour. 
 
    After reading about Romania’s food, geography and customs, I grabbed the last of my five pamphlets: Romanian Magic. I have no idea why…I really should know better by now…but at first glance, maybe because I’d just looked at so many gorgeous pictures of Romanian architecture and food…I assumed the pamphlet’s title implied more magical photos of Romania. Nope. It was all about ghosts and vampires and…horrifyingly, something called strigoi! 
 
    Slapping the pamphlet closed with a clap so hard it stung my palms, I looked over at Kai. In that moment, we were polar opposites. Looking totally at peace with herself, a slight smile playing out across her lips, Kai was reading a pamphlet titled Buddhist Meditation. I, on the other hand, had just read a paragraph about strigoi, troubled spirits that rise from the dead. True, I’d been helping troubled spirits for a long time, but these were totally different. Strigoi are related to vampires, they gain energy by drinking the blood of living humans, and the pictures of them in the pamphlet looked absolutely terrifying. 
 
    Look, people get scared of going to places where they could be bitten by malaria-carrying mosquitoes or ticks that transmit Lyme disease. I think I’m justified in being scared of going to a place where I could be bitten by a freaking vampire or strigoi, horrifying creatures consumed by the desire to drink human blood. 
 
    Kai asked if she could practice a Buddhist chant. I said, “Sure.” At first, I wanted nothing but quiet, but I have to admit her chanting took the edge off what had blossomed like poisonous mushrooms into a full-blown panic attack. 
 
    I forced myself to finish reading that last pamphlet. Then I tucked them all into a zippered pocket of my suitcase where I planned to banish them until we got back to Ocean View. I refused to look at anything else about the “magical” beings of Romania until I absolutely had to. 
 
    For the millionth time, I asked myself why I had been born a ghost whisperer. Why couldn’t I have been born a ballerina or something? 
 
    The rest of the week went pretty much the same. It had its ups and downs, at least for me. Kai seemed to have mostly ups followed by moments of Zen. The ups involved the amazing food, including a midnight chocolate buffet. I’d never seen so much chocolate in my entire life. My favorite was the chocolate fountain next to trays of tiny cream puffs, angel food squares, miniature brownies and assorted fruits for dipping into the fountain. I certainly helped myself to that. Other ups were the pools and sliding boards, the shows, movie theaters, deck games, the incredible vistas of a never-ending sea sometimes enlivened by leaping dolphins and breaching whales, and the peaceful sound of waves lapping against the ship. The downs were classes and get-togethers where I learned more about the strigoi and vampires of Romania. I usually followed those with a swim in one of the pools or an ice cream sundae. 
 
    On the second to last day of the cruise, our ship pulled into a private island owned by Ocean View College. We spent the entire day on the beach, playing volleyball, eating a barbecued lunch, hiking along the shoreline and up into some rocky cliffs. As night fell, piles of wood stacked up inside circular rock perimeters were set on fire. Gathering around the campfires, students sang songs and told ghost stories. The ghost whisperers among us were not too pleased. 
 
    I don’t know if it was the ghost stories scratching at memories within my brain or if it was something else, but fear crept up my backbone like an alien snake and knocked at the door of my amygdala, that almond-shaped pit of fear within the human brain. I stood up rather mechanically, stiff with fright, and walked to the edge of the sea. A full moon had lit the tumbling froth of waves rolling in toward shore. I stared hypnotically at the glimmer of light in the darkness. And then my mind reached out and tasted something I would come to know all too well later that year in Romania: something alien to life itself, a state of mind somewhere between aliveness and the rot of death. It hungered ravenously for an injection of anything that would send blood coursing through its dead and hollow veins. 
 
    I shivered straight down to my soul. 
 
    At that moment, the dark undulating curvature of water broke into a million geometric shapes, whispering Shhhhh! as it rushed onto land. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    When Kai and I got back to campus for the start of our junior year, we followed the usual routine of picking up our folders at the administration building and then heading off to our individual houses to check out our rooms and meet our roommates. 
 
    This year, I was assigned to Room 58 on the fifth and top floor of the Ghost Whisperers House. Crossing the Oriental-style carpet of our main entrance, beneath the chandelier where crystal ghosts flew around in circles above me, I headed toward the wooden staircase on the far side of the room. I bounded up the wide steps, arriving winded at the top landing. Turning left, I began searching for my room. 50…52…54…56…58…Yes! My room was once again at the very end of a hallway, which meant that at least one wall was guaranteed to have complete silence on the other side of it. 
 
    I pushed my brand new silver key into the door. There was a flash of blue light followed by the sound of locks releasing. As soon as the door popped open, I stepped inside. 
 
    Same as last year, I’d arrived before my roommate, so I grabbed the side of the room next to the outer wall. It looked very much like the room I’d shared with Natalie the previous year. Each side had a king-sized canopy bed with white lace curtains made by the faeries, a large wooden desk with scenes carved into the legs, a fireplace, a couch and reading chair, a set of stained glass and old-fashioned lattice windows, and a private bathroom. Two sets of bookshelves placed back to back ran almost the entire width of the room, dividing it into two separate sections. The quilts were different than last year. This time, our quilts were hunter green, decorated with willowy black trees with golden leaves. They were beautiful. 
 
    I placed my backpack, laptop and art supplies on the desk. Then I unpacked my clothes and put my hygiene products in the bathroom. Once that was done, I’d claimed my side of the room. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to catch up with friends. I was dying to see how Apple was doing and if she had her same room in The Castle by the Sea that she’d moved into at the end of last year. I sure hoped she hadn’t moved back into the rundown Mermaids House. Sitting down at my desk, I texted her: r u on campus? 
 
    A few minutes later, my phone pinged. It was Apple! She said: yes, i am. r u here? 
 
    I replied: yes. want 2 get 2gether? do u have ur same room in the clubhouse that u moved in2 right b4 summer? 
 
    I sighed with relief when Apple answered: yes. i love it here! thx 4 all u did 2 make this happen. it’s so lovely and peaceful here. 
 
    I replied: great! i’m so happy 2 hear that. what time r u free? 
 
    Apple answered: any time. i’ve been here all summer. 
 
    I realized I should go to the bookstore first to get my books. Classes started the following week and I didn’t want to wait until everything was picked over at the bookstore. 
 
    I texted: do u need 2 go 2 the bookstore? 
 
    Apple: nope. got all my books last week. 
 
    Me: i should go there 1st. can i come over right after? 
 
    Apple: yes! yes! and yes! can’t wait 2 c u! 
 
    Me: same here! i’ll hurry. I added a bunch of running girl emojis. 
 
    Apple added a bunch of clapping hand emojis. I chuckled at that. It’s always great to have enthusiastic support. 
 
    Opening my laptop, I looked up my class schedule and the list of required books. 
 
    My schedule looked interesting. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, First Semester Junior Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture (Ghost Whispering and Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    3:00 PM: Introduction to Maps (General Elective, Geography) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture (Ghost Whispering and Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    3:00 PM: Introduction to Maps (General Elective, Geography) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture (Ghost Whispering and Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers (Ghost Whispering) 
 
      
 
    Slinging my backpack over my shoulder and making sure I had my room key, I headed out to the bookstore. 
 
    Turned out this year I was allowed into a second Ghost Whisperers section of the bookstore, this one specifically for upperclassmen. Cool. So, I was considered an upperclassman now. 
 
    Also, I was allowed into a special room in the Witches section because I needed to get equipment and ingredients for my Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers class. That was my dream last year: to be allowed into that forbidden, mysterious section. I didn’t expect it to ever happen. 
 
    Of course, reality turned out to be a lot less glamorous than the fantasy. My I.D. allowed me to open the main door to the Witches section. However, rather than open into a single room, that door opened into a hallway with a few doors on either side and two bright blue metal doors at the far end. Above every door there was a sign indicating which group was allowed entry: Ghost Whisperers—Limited Section, Faeries—Limited Section, Shapeshifters—Limited Section, that kind of thing. The two doors at the end of the hall were labeled left to right: Witches Section—Underclassmen Allowed and Witches Section—UPPERCLASSMEN ONLY. Looking around to make sure I was alone, I hurried down the hallway. I tried my I.D. on both of the blue doors, my heart beating like crazy. Curiosity killed the cat and all. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I tried my I.D. on the door for upperclassmen only. A face formed on the door—an ugly metal face with serious wrinkles, an angry scowl and frightening eyes. In a deep and threatening voice, it said, “You do not have permission to enter. Walk away. Do not look back.” 
 
    Scurrying away as fast as I could, I ran down the hallway and waved my I.D. in front of the lock on the Ghost Whisperers door. 
 
    I have to admit I did take a quick look back. A blue hand matching the ugly metal face extended from the door and shook an angry finger at me. I swear I half-expected at that moment to be turned into stone or a pillar of salt. 
 
    Stepping into the Ghost Whisperers section, I let the door slam behind me. 
 
    Witches. I could hardly believe I’d be learning some of their magic. No doubt just a thimbleful; but still, that stuff was crazy powerful. 
 
    I searched the room for the list of items I was supposed to buy for class. First, there was the textbook, Witchcraft for Ghost Whisperers. It had a beautiful brown leather cover. The title was engraved in golden letters along the top, the name of the author at the bottom. Engraved in the center was a flask containing blue liquid that appeared to be bubbling. Steam filled with golden sparks rose above it. I touched the picture. It felt normal, like any picture engraved on a leather cover. 
 
    Next on the list were specific crystals: clear quartz, smoky quartz, amethyst, selenite and hematite. They were beautiful. I decided to buy two of each of them, except for hematite. That came in a variety of colors, so I chose one of each color: black, silver, brown and red. Next to the crystals were little velvet bags for storing them; I grabbed a green one. 
 
    Herbs were next on the list. Since they all came in paper packets, I could only tell what they looked like from the pictures on the outside. 
 
    Agrimony looked like yellow and brown woodchips mixed with chopped-up stems and leaves, although the description on the package sounded a lot prettier: Plant with yellow flowers. From the Rosaceae or rose family. 
 
    Vervain looked like chopped-up woodchips mixed with rose bush stems. However, the description once again sounded much better: Plant with lilac flowers. From the Verbenaceae family. I couldn’t see any lilac, which would have been nice. 
 
    Witch hazel looked like chopped-up leaves. Yarrow looked like chopped-up dried flowers. 
 
    I smiled when I got to Catnip on the list. Thinking of the little black cat, I grabbed some extra packets in case I came across it in Romania. I sincerely hoped I would. 
 
    The last thing on my list was a bag of runes, so I purchased a pretty purple bag filled with stone runes. 
 
    The store was empty. I went up to the sales counter. There was no one at the register. As soon as I turned around to look for a salesperson, a voice came from behind me: “May I help you?” 
 
    I have no idea where she came from, but suddenly standing next to the register was a young woman wearing a lacy black dress and dangling silver earrings decorated with red stones. Her makeup included gray eye shadow, as well as black lipstick with matching nail polish. 
 
    I placed my things on the counter. “Sure.” I felt nervous. She looked so darn cool. I imagined she had even cooler powers. I felt like an impostor, barging into this limited area of the Witches section of the bookstore. It was like being a tourist in a place I had no right to be. As usually happens in situations like this, I went all loose-lipped and talked way too much. I started out by saying, “I’m not a witch.” 
 
    She stared at me coolly while continuing to pass the bar codes of my items under a scanner. 
 
    I realized how bad that probably sounded, so I tried to correct it. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being a witch.” 
 
    She looked at me the way most of the cheerleaders in high school had—like I was an unusual specimen under a microscope or as though trying to telepathically communicate: What is wrong with you? 
 
    She made a sound half under her breath, like a combined sigh and chuckle. My words clearly did not affect her sense of superiority. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I tried to collect my wits. I started over. “I mentioned that I’m not a witch because I was going to say how excited I am to be able to shop here. I’m a junior-year ghost whisperer. I can’t wait to learn some of your magic.” 
 
    She pointed to a sign over the door. It said: Ghost Whisperers—Limited Section, same as on the other side of the door. “I figured you were a ghost whisperer. Otherwise, you’re in the wrong place.” She laughed sarcastically; then gave me a look so full of condescension, I vowed to shut up right then and there. My lips betrayed me, however, blurting something out without permission from my brain: “I like your earrings.” 
 
    As she tapped one of them with her smooth black fingernail, the earring sparkled with light. “I like them, too.” She didn’t bother to say Thank You. She pointed to the credit card scanner. “You can slide your card in now.” 
 
    I paid and hightailed it out of there. I felt kind of pissed. For a split second, I pictured myself waving a wand and turning her into a toad. 
 
    After the Witches section, which hadn’t been nearly as much fun as I thought it would be, I bought all the other books I had to get in the main section of the bookstore. 
 
    My Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations class required a textbook by the same name, just a hardcover with pictures of blue food on the front. My Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture class had the same kind of book, although with different pictures on the front. 
 
    My Introduction to Maps class required a textbook plus additional maps. 
 
    Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class didn’t require us to buy anything. 
 
    After I’d found everything I needed, I splurged on a black sweatshirt with glow-in-the-dark ghosts and a black mug that would make ghosts appear on the outside as soon as I poured hot liquid into it. 
 
    Finishing up at the bookstore, I walked back to my room to drop everything off. 
 
    My roommate was there. She seemed different than Natalie in every possible way. She had wild red hair, green eyes and freckles. Her fashion sense was more like mine than Natalie’s. It basically involved putting your favorite stuff on, even if it failed to make any fashion statement other than: I clearly don’t know much about fashion. She was wearing black leggings with a sparkly pink top and black leather ballerina-style shoes, and she had a pink scarf with white flowers tied around her head like a headband. She looked adorable and as though clearly dancing to the beat of her own drum. 
 
    She smiled as I entered the room. “Hey, there. Are you Galactic Shade Griffin?” 
 
    She asked the same kind of dumb question I always ask, which I totally appreciated. Who else but me would have a key to enter the room? I smiled back. “Yes, I am; but you can just call me Shade.” 
 
    She extended her hand. That was kind of awkward and unnecessary, but I reached out my hand and did the handshake thing. She said, “I’m Carrigan MacKenna. You can just call me Carrie.” 
 
    “Great. How do you like our room?” 
 
    She glanced around her side. “Nice. Similar to last year’s. I love this building.” 
 
    I said, “Me, too,” and then explained that I had to meet a friend. 
 
    “Sure.” She went back to unpacking her clothes. She seemed like a no drama roommate, which was awesome. 
 
    I placed the shopping bags I’d been carrying next to my desk, then headed out to meet Apple. I texted her once I got outside: done shopping. heading over 2 ur place now. It felt fantastic that I could refer to the awesome clubhouse as Apple’s place! 
 
    Apple texted back a bunch of smiley face emojis. 
 
    It was a beautiful day: sunny with pleasantly cool breezes blowing in from the ocean. I enjoyed the walk through the woods, hearing birds singing and small animals scampering through the underbrush. I was pleased that all the Missing Child signs had been taken down, as they were no longer needed. It had been a scary time when all those children had gone missing. Today was a much better day. 
 
    When I stepped into the clearing where the clubhouse was located, my eyes filled with tears. I remembered how much we had gone through to set things as right as we could with the history of that place. 
 
    I’d forgotten exactly how beautiful the finished building was. 
 
    The property had been meticulously cared for during the summer. The lawn had been mowed; the flowers still bloomed with color and the garden was still free of weeds. 
 
    I paused to look at the sign above the arch-shaped blue door: The Castle by the Sea. When I pushed the door open, bells chimed. That was new. The sound was delightful, not like the annoying bells you hear in stores that have them. 
 
    I remembered back to the time you had to watch out for pigeons in the rafters above the front hallway. Not any longer. I felt incredibly happy walking on the new hardwood floor, taking a peek into the living room with its gorgeous stone fireplace and crossing the main room that had been so beautifully decorated to get to the basement. 
 
    You no longer had to lift a trapdoor to get down to the subterranean level. The trapdoor had been removed and the entrance to the basement widened. You now accessed the lower level by walking down a set of wide wooden stairs that had a matching handrail. 
 
    When I reached Apple’s room, I saw that she had hung a small painting of a selkie woman on her bedroom door. The top half was human; the bottom half was still in seal form. The woman was holding an apple in her hand. That was brilliant. So much more artistic than just having her name on the door. 
 
    I knocked. 
 
    Apple flung the door open and threw her arms around me. “Shade! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “Me, too!” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon catching up on things. I left Apple’s in time to get changed for The Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner at our house. 
 
    Just like I did with Natalie last year, I walked down to the dining room with Carrie. One thing was different, however. Natalie had been dressed like a model. Carrie and I, on the other hand, both looked casual. I had changed into jeans with a white shirt. Carrie had changed into jeans, but was wearing the same pink top and the same scarf she’d been wearing when I met her earlier that day. 
 
    Carrie and I were seated at different tables. The place settings were the same as last year. Each person had a china plate with little blue ghosts painted around the rim, a crystal goblet, and silverware engraved with ghosts. The name cards were also the same as the previous year: blue with our names printed in gold and tiny white ghosts imprinted all along the edges. 
 
    Every other seat was empty, but this year I knew what that meant. Those were reserved for ghosts. 
 
    When the band started playing, I knew things were about to get started. 
 
    Dance-walking in time to the music, a line of waiters entered the dining room through the double doors of the kitchen. They were all wearing white gloves and carrying plates covered with domed silver lids. 
 
    As soon as they got into position with a waiter behind each student and each empty seat, they swept their plates onto the plates already on the table in front of them, lifted the silver covers and dance-walked back into the kitchen. It was all perfectly choreographed. 
 
    Then the ghosts came flying into the room from the main entrance. A couple of sophomores looked as shocked and terrified as I’d been the previous year. This time, I was excited and scanning the group of spirits for friends I’d made at last year’s dinner. 
 
    I was thrilled when I saw Mrs. Hampton. I started waving wildly to get her attention. As she flew past, she waved and said, “Oh, hi there, Shade!” Sadly, she’d been assigned to a different table. 
 
    It was a fun dinner. I got to meet some new ghosts and some new students—meaning new to me, people I’d never met before. The food was as delicious as ever. This year, we had filet mignon with an incredible sauce, the largest baked potatoes I’d ever seen with sides of butter, sour cream, shredded cheddar cheese and chives, and carrots covered in a honey glaze. For dessert, we had chocolate lava cake. I have no idea how they did it; but for a few seconds, it looked like an actual tiny volcano. Through the loudspeakers, a man announced: “Stand back away from the tables for a bit, folks.” As soon as everyone did that, what looked like orange-red lava exploded through the top of each and every rounded chocolate cake, followed by blackish-gray plumes of smoke. It was magnificent. Then, in the blink of an eye, the smoke and lava completely disappeared, replaced by the yummiest chocolate fudge I’ve ever tasted. 
 
    After dinner, I went up to my room to study. 
 
    That didn’t last long. I’d only gotten as far as unpacking the stuff I’d bought at the bookstore before I got a text from Annie: want 2 get 2gether? u gotta c my new digs in the empaths house. 
 
    That’s right! How could I have forgotten? This was Annie’s first year in a house. I answered: sure. want me 2 come over right now? 
 
    Annie: that would b gr8. u know where the empaths house is, right? same house kai was in last year. 
 
    Oh, right. That would be exactly the same place, the Empaths House for girls. 
 
    I replied: yes, i know exactly where that is. b right over! I added smiley faces. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to see Annie! She’d come such a long way from electroshock treatment and her stay in a mental health spa, which in actuality was nothing more than a mental hospital for wealthy people, to being a freshman at Ocean View College and now a sophomore with a room in the Empaths House. 
 
    Kai had had a lot to do with Annie’s recovery. As soon as Kai had grasped Annie’s hand, Annie had returned from wherever her mind had gone to the land of the living and was discharged from the hospital shortly afterward. Kai would no doubt be a powerful healer someday. She wanted to be a shaman; I could totally see that in her future. 
 
    The Empaths House was a beautiful structure. It had sandstone walls with a winding staircase going up one side and brown wooden shutters on all the windows. Most of the shutters were open during the day, revealing both old-fashioned glass panes and stained glass windows. 
 
    The front entrance was gorgeous: two blue doors set into an arch that was outlined with alternating white and gold tiles. I rang the bell, rather than using the massive door knocker shaped like a copper bracelet. 
 
    A student answered the door. I introduced myself and said I was there to see Annie Green. She went running off to find her. 
 
    The magic here was solely within the people. No witchcraft spells or magical gizmos at the entrance. Simply a person answering the doorbell or the banging of a metal knocker. 
 
    The student returned a few minutes later. “Annie said you can go up to her room. It’s on the second floor, Room 10.” 
 
    I took the sandstone staircase that swept around from the front hallway to the upper floors. 
 
    Annie had left her door open. I poked my head inside and called her. Her room had been divided into two sections, like mine both sophomore and junior years. Annie stepped out from the left side. She gave me a huge smile, then a big hug. “Shade! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “Same here!” 
 
    Annie’s bedroom was really cool. She had a king-sized canopy bed. It had polished tree trunks for columns and a pale green canopy made from voile decorated with golden leaves. She had a fireplace and a small fountain made with decorated tiles. The sound of splashing water was soothing. Her desk was similar to mine: natural wood with scenes carved into the sides. 
 
    We sat and talked into the wee hours of the morning. Annie told me she had talked to Kai and was thinking about applying to Ocean View’s foreign exchange program for empaths in Japan the following year when she’d first be eligible. She thought the program looked fascinating. We all had hopes and dreams now. The future looked brighter than ever before. 
 
    During the rest of Orientation Week, I attended several classes for students who would be studying abroad in Romania second semester, as well as a couple of classes for all the students who would be studying abroad in a wide variety of different countries. 
 
    I also got to be one of the upperclassmen helping out freshmen and sophomores, which was really cool. I learned that you could judge how far you’d come by looking into the faces of those who were just starting out. Had I really looked as wide-eyed and bewildered as the current freshmen? It was hard to believe, but I guess that’s how I’d been. 
 
    My favorite event was Sign Up for Clubs Day. I spent half the day handing out brochures and a map of the clubhouse’s location to students thinking about joining the newspaper club. I was delighted to see so many merpeople and selkies stop by our booth for information. The merpeople looked especially wide-eyed, let me tell you, as the entire experience of being able to attend college at Ocean View was so new for them. This was the year Ocean View admitted enough merpeople to completely fill the Mermaids and Mermen Houses, as well as enough Selkies to fill the Selkies Houses. Now, if they would just give them nicer buildings, there might be true equality on campus; but at least we had a start. I decided I’d add it to the newspaper club’s agenda to push for more equal housing. 
 
    On Friday evening, Apple organized a get-together over at The Castle by the Sea for all our freshman-year suitemates. It turned out we were all going abroad next semester! Apple had healed so much over the summer, she had been granted late admission to the selkie foreign exchange program in Bali. Dakota was going to Mexico through the witches’ program. Trinity was going to China and Summer was going to Africa through the shapeshifters’ program. Maeve, half-faerie and second generation from Ireland, would be going to China. Li, half-faerie and third generation from China, would be going to Scotland. We vowed to stay in touch while we were overseas and to compare notes on our experiences. 
 
    In the meantime, first-semester classes would be starting on Monday. I spent all day Sunday organizing my desk and reading through homework assignments. Carrie did the same, so we got to know each other a bit more when we took breaks. She was easy to talk to and we had similar points of view on a wide variety of subjects, so that was good. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    Most of my classes on Monday and Tuesday were awesome. There wasn’t one class I didn’t feel intrigued about this semester, although I have to admit I was somewhat scared of two of them: Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers and Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation. When I tell you what happened the first day of those classes, I think you’ll understand exactly what I mean. 
 
    The class for Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers was small: only ten students. When we arrived, the professor was already there, sitting on a stool next to the smart board. Her name had been scrawled in black on a lavender background, along with the name of the class: 
 
      
 
    Dr. Chimera Marinescu 
 
    Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers 
 
      
 
    She had a smile on her face as she observed students coming into the room. She looked young, somewhere in her thirties, but had grayish-white hair. Although it was most likely dyed, it looked completely natural. She wore her hair long and straight and shiny with bangs. She was wearing jeans with a lightweight purple cashmere sweater, dangling crystal earrings and purple sneakers decorated with pink flowers. Kicking a foot back and forth, she seemed completely relaxed. 
 
    The way she dressed, how young she looked for a professor and how light and airy her personality seemed, I figured she was just a witch in training or a less powerful witch. You know that saying, Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach. I figured that’s how she got into teaching. Boy, was I wrong. 
 
    As soon as everyone was seated, she read our names for attendance. Then she introduced herself. “Hi, everyone! As you can see on the board behind me, I’m Dr. Chimera Marinescu. As you might have guessed from my accent, I’m from Romania.” She laughed. “It’s not much of an accent. I’ve been in the States for a long time now.” 
 
    Then she had each of us stand up, introduce ourselves and say why we were taking the class. I’d always hated beginning-of-school-year introductions with a fiery rage—although after all the times I’d had to do it at Ocean View, the temperature had basically gone from forest fire rage to hot burning coals in a campfire pit. No doubt, my cheeks blushed red when I stood up to introduce myself. “Hello. I’m Galactic Shade Griffin.” As usual at Ocean View, no one reacted to the name. It was just a name among all kinds of other strange names and creatures. “I go by Shade. Except in my byline for the college newspaper; then it’s Galactic Shade Griffin. I’m taking this class in preparation for my next semester abroad in Romania.” 
 
    Placing her hands on her knees, Dr. Marinescu leaned forward. “Romania? How exciting! Great idea to take this class before going.” 
 
    I waited for her to say more, but that was it. She recognized the next person volunteering to introduce themselves. “In the back row…yes, you there…go ahead and introduce yourself.” 
 
    I sat down, picturing a cloud of worry floating above my head. Would I need witchcraft in Romania? If so, why? To protect myself? 
 
    After everyone had introduced themselves, Dr. Marinescu went over the requirements for the class. “Attendance is mandatory. A lot of what I’m going to teach here cannot be learned from a book.” Boy, I’ll say. Truer words were never spoken. “If you’re sick or have something important come up where you absolutely can’t make class, let me know. You’ll need to come into my office for a makeup lesson. And by something important, I mean a job interview or the death of a family member…” She smiled. “Or an invasion by aliens from outer space. That would count.” 
 
    Quiet laughter rippled through the class. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu hopped down off her seat. “OK, class. I’m going to demonstrate the importance of witchcraft to you. I need a volunteer.” 
 
    A hand shot up in the second row from the front of the classroom—at the very end of the row, at the side closest to the door. As usual on the first day of a new class, I was seated in the back. I swear he wasn’t there before. He must have snuck in while I was concentrating on what the professor was saying, or maybe when I bent down to pull my laptop out of its case to take notes. I quickly counted the number of students. There were eleven now; there had been ten when class started. If this had been a Las Vegas style magic act, I’d call that student a shill. I’m not sure what you’d call him in this case. 
 
    The professor smiled. Bouncing lightly on her sneakers, she walked quickly toward the guy with his hand raised. Lifting her right hand and pointing at him with the grand flourish of a Las Vegas performer, she said, “Ooooh Kaaaay, one brave soul. Step right up to the front of the room.” 
 
    The class started clapping. This looked like it was going to be fun. 
 
    The guy stood up and took a bow. He did it with the same degree of showmanship the professor had displayed. He was a tall, spindly guy with short black hair and large ears. He was wearing a plaid flannel shirt with jeans and had a colorful tattoo winding its way up his neck. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t make out the design. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu said, “I’ve forgotten your name. Why don’t you introduce yourself again. I’m sure it will take all of us a while to remember each other’s names.” 
 
    I assumed she was ad-libbing. He must have come in late when he was supposed to get to class on time in order to blend in and look like he was one of the regular students. Had he arrived on time, he would have introduced himself earlier. I was positive he’d never done that. Unless this guy was going to play a role every day, I suspected he’d be gone by Wednesday. 
 
    He turned to our class. “Sure.” Raising a closed fist to his mouth, he cleared his throat. “I’m Oliver Schneider.” 
 
    While he was introducing himself, Dr. Marinescu went over to her desk, pulled some things out from beneath it and placed them on top. There was a marble mortar and pestle, a ceramic bowl (which on hindsight, seems to have been a classy substitute for a cauldron), a beautifully decorated wand and an assortment of glass vials: some filled with colorful liquids, others filled with colorful powders. 
 
    Walking over to the volunteer, she said, “OK, Oliver. Are you ready for a monumental change?” 
 
    He smiled at her with what appeared to be a mischievous grin. “Yes. I could use a few changes in my life.” He looked at the class and waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    The class laughed. Well, most of the class. I didn’t. I was too busy analyzing the situation. 
 
    Yup, they knew each other and they both knew what was about to happen. I was sure of it. Trust me, anyone with an ounce of instinct for self-preservation would not have been smiling in that situation. You ready for some monumental change? Uh, yup. I’m a moron. D-u-u-u-uh. I just dive in, no questions asked. Nope. I’m not buyin’ it. If anything, he had a spark of brilliance in his eyes. This had to have been set up ahead of time. Nevertheless, my intuition about the situation only picked up on some very basic stuff. I was totally unprepared for what happened next. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu walked behind her desk. She ground something that was already in the mortar with her pestle, then dumped whatever she’d crushed into the ceramic bowl. Next, picking up one vial after another, she poured the colorful liquids and powders into the bowl. The colors were mesmerizing, both in their original form and in the clouds of smoke that rose from the bowl and filled the entire front of the room. It was like looking at clouds made from rainbows. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu grabbed her wand; then closed her eyes. She started chanting in a language I didn’t understand. Her voice went deeper. I can’t adequately describe the sound she made. It reminded me of the roar a small lion might make combined with the tinkling sound of wind chimes. Don’t ask me. I could never explain it. It’s just the impression I had. 
 
    The room darkened, although no one was anywhere near the light switch. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu raised her wand above Oliver’s head. Sparks flew from the wand. 
 
    Oliver made a kind of “Eeeeep!” sound, then disappeared. 
 
    Or so I thought… 
 
    Suddenly, the lights in the room came back on, revealing a huge frog sitting on Dr. Marinescu’s desk. It was making froglike sounds—not the stereotypical “Crooooak,” but more a kind of alien trilling. It reminded me of things I’d heard in the New Orleans bayou at night. 
 
    My heart raced. I felt frightened and confused. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu waved her wand over the frog’s head. Smoke swirled all around the desk, completely obscuring whatever was happening. 
 
    Oliver stepped out of the smog and took a bow. He didn’t seem the least bit frightened or confused. 
 
    The class clapped. This time, I joined in. I figured it was the least I could do for Oliver. I was incredibly glad it wasn’t me who had been turned into a frog. I never would have survived. I’m sure my heart would have exploded during the transition, due to complete terror and a deeply ominous sense of what-the-heck. Thank you, Oliver…or whoever you really are…for stepping in. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu summed up her intention behind the demonstration. “And that is why you all need to take this class. I’m a powerful witch, but a friendly one. All of you will no doubt come across witches in your line of work following graduation, at least if you enter a serious career as a ghost whisperer. Some won’t be so nice. You’ll need to learn some easy spells to protect yourselves. Which leads me to the next point I want to make: Homework. Read chapters one to three in your textbook. Study and memorize until you know the material inside and out. There will be a quiz day after tomorrow.” 
 
    The class groaned. Well, except for me. How could anyone not want to learn how to avoid being turned into a frog after learning they’d probably find themselves in that kind of situation someday? Not me, man. I was going to study the heck out of that textbook. If I didn’t get an A+ on that quiz, I’d be doomed. And it had nothing to do with the grade itself. It had everything to do with self-preservation and survival instincts. 
 
    In my Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class, the professor was a young brooding type who reminded me of a poet, a moody poet. He had thick dark hair that he kept swiping out of his green, rather soulful eyes. He had on jeans, a black long-sleeve T-shirt and leather boots. 
 
    Pacing back and forth in front of the classroom, he looked up every once in a while to observe students walking into the room. He seemed sad or aloof from humanity or something, giving me the impression he was interested in humanity, but couldn’t quite connect. 
 
    Five minutes after class was scheduled to start, he swept through a number of different background colors for the smart board before choosing black. Using a smart pen to write his name in white, it basically looked like he was using an old-fashioned blackboard. When he was done, he tapped the board with his pen. “This is me. Dr. Quest Valentine. You can call me Dr. Valentine or Dr. V. Don’t call me Dr. Quest.” His upper lip curled upward, apparently his version of a sardonic smile. “You might all be too young to get the reference, but I am not Jonny Quest’s dad.” A few people laughed. He added, “I’m a ghost whisperer, just like all of you.” 
 
    He went on to explain the purpose of the class. “By now, I imagine all of you have come to terms with being a ghost whisperer. As you continue taking upper level courses, studying abroad, and setting out into the world to work as a professional ghost whisperer or fortune teller, you’re going to come across situations that require you to stretch your mind beyond the boundaries of what you currently know. You’ve had experience with the ghosts of people who have died. But how many of you have had experience with the phantom of someone who technically dies, but is brought back to life by doctors? Or the phantoms of people in comas? Or, probably way beyond your comfort zones, the phantoms of half-dead or ‘undead’ creatures such as vampires or the moroi and strigoi?” 
 
    I swear my own heart stopped right there. It’s entirely possible I had my own phantom walking around, reaching out to the other students around me. If they felt a cool breeze pass by them, it was probably me who’d actually died of fright for a few moments. In pamphlets we’d been given on the cruise, I’d already read about the vampires and strigoi of Romania. Now, I had the sneaking suspicion I’d be assigned to working with them. God, I hoped not. 
 
    When my soul returned to my body or my mind calmed down enough to return to listening to the professor, he was handing out virtual reality helmets and saying, “This will give you some idea of what it feels like to encounter the worlds in between life and death. Next class, we’ll be using the sensory deprivation tanks to accomplish the same thing.” 
 
    Ah, so that’s what the name of the class meant. Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation. The in-between worlds were places somewhere between life and death. Lovely. 
 
    I popped on the VR helmet. I can’t really explain what happened next. Images appeared before my eyes, then flitted away. Weird sounds and bits of music floated through my ears. It gave me a weird sensation, like I was free-floating and nowhere. It felt like I was on the cusp of a panic attack. 
 
    When we took our helmets off, Dr. Valentine told us we’d just seen the tip of the iceberg of what we’d be studying in his class. 
 
    Great. I’d be totally satisfied staying right there on the tip of that iceberg, believe you me. 
 
    As soon as class was over, I picked up my stuff and hurried out of the room. Some places were a whole lot better in the rearview mirror, although as I walked away from the building where class had been held, I realized I was intrigued by what we might learn next. Moth to the flame. Cat to all the places curiosity led throughout all its nine lives. 
 
    OK, so those were the two classes that actually scared me. 
 
    It’s entirely possible that my first class Monday morning, Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations, which was actually my first class of the semester, would have scared me in the past; but I found it absolutely delightful. That’s the thing about college. It stretches the boundaries of your mind until you more comfortably handle a greater amount of knowledge and a wider variety of experiences. 
 
    At the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner last year, Ciara O’Shea and Evie Caldwell had told me they’d taken this class during their junior year and had loved it. That helped me feel a whole lot more relaxed going into it. 
 
    The professor was there when we arrived in the classroom. She was a young, attractive black woman with cascading braids and large brown eyes. She was wearing a pink-and-yellow flowered dress with ankle-length pink leather boots. A few minutes after class was scheduled to start, she walked over to the smart board, selected a pale yellow background and wrote her name in blue: Dr. Naomi Stanton. 
 
    Turning around, she folded her hands together. “Hello, fellow ghost whisperers. In this class, we’re going to have some fun. You’re going to learn a lot, but you can think of this as a kind of oasis where you can take a break from all the heavy classes you’ll be taking this semester. You’ll learn about celebrations and foods and other delightful things. And to help me out, I have an awesome co-teacher this semester…” 
 
    She swept her hand toward the door, the same way someone would do if they were standing on stage and introducing someone about to join them. 
 
    At that, a cloud with the vague shape of a human being floated into the room and landed beside her. As the cloud took sharper form, I recognized her. It was Mrs. Hampton, one of the nicest ghosts I’d met at the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner last year! Her green eyes sparkled. She was wearing a green-and-white striped cotton dress and what looked like the same string of pearls she’d been wearing when I first met her. 
 
    Dr. Stanton placed her hand on Mrs. Hampton’s shoulder. “This is Mrs. Charlotte Hampton, a student here at Ocean View College from 1960 to 1964. She’s one of our greatest benefactors and a truly wonderful person. I’ve been begging her to teach a class with me for years. She’s finally agreed. You’re all going to benefit tremendously from her knowledge and expertise.” 
 
    Dr. Stanton paused for Mrs. Hampton to talk to us. “I’m so happy to be here. It’s an honor, truly. I do a lot of work with the college and this year, I’m adding teaching to my resume.” She laughed and rolled her eyes. “That was a joke. I’m not exactly working on a resume for future job opportunities. That’s all behind me now…although, who knows, maybe this earns me brownie points in the great beyond.” 
 
    There it was again, same as Brandon had told me: ghosts only seem to have a limited knowledge of the entire scope of the world beyond death. 
 
    Mrs. Hampton continued, “I’ll have a special treat for you this semester. I’m going to share some recipes for making ghost food with you. You’ve all seen some examples of that, I’m sure, at the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinners.” 
 
    The students all looked around rather wide-eyed at each other. Some of us smiled. This was going to be an awesome class. 
 
    Our homework involved reading about the first Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner in our textbook. 
 
    My second class on Monday, Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture, was taught by a witch from Romania, Dr. Mihaela Barbaneagra. It was specifically for Journalism students, and my minor was Journalism in a Broken World. I was really happy about the professor’s background. I wanted to learn as much as possible from a person who came from Romania and knew all about practicing witchcraft there. She was an older but sprightly woman with braided gray hair, wisps of it escaping her braids and falling across her face from time to time. She was wearing a black dress covered in red roses and had a red scarf tied around her head. Her first class introduced us to witches in Romania and how some had started using the Internet to reach out to people in the larger world. She also introduced us to some Romanian recipes. She said that at the end of the semester, we’d all be required to make a Romanian dish or dessert and bring it to class to share. That sounded like fun. 
 
    Introduction to Maps was just a Geography general elective, so nothing magical. It was taught by an older Chinese man, Dr. Jian Wèi, an empath. He had white hair; his brown eyes conveyed warmth and friendliness. He was wearing tan khaki pants with a green shirt. I thought a class on maps might be boring, but he actually made it sound interesting. He started off by showing us medieval maps on which dragons, sea monsters and other mythological creatures were added to uncharted areas in order to warn of potential dangers. He said the expression “Here be dragons,” referring to dangerous or unexplored territories, came from that tradition. “Now, all of you here at Ocean View know that many kinds of mythological beings actually do exist. Doesn’t mean they’re harmful, so what does this say about the fearful, paranoid nature of maps and real-world boundary lines? Which leads to our next topic of discussion: Under what circumstances do strict boundaries between countries create distrust and paranoia of foreigners?” Man, that was one great discussion. People had a lot to say about authoritarian, secretive countries like China and North Korea and the distrust that the United States often has of Mexico. Following our discussion, Dr. Wèi introduced us to some really fascinating information on virtual worlds that break down real-world boundaries. “For a long time, Chinese people have communicated about things not approved by their government in online computer games, rather than out loud where they could be more easily overheard and arrested. The Minecraft game has a virtual library containing banned journalism. That project was created by Reporters Without Borders, and the library was built by the Blockworks design studio.” At the end of class, he gave us an interesting homework assignment: “Come up with an idea for a virtual world that could bypass harmful border restrictions in the real world…and that includes borders both within the human world and the magical world. Before doing that, read Chapters one to three in your textbook.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    Monday and Tuesday nights of my first week of classes, I got serious about homework. I worked on assignments in order of when they were due and what fascinated me the most. 
 
    Two classes I couldn’t wait to get started on were Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers and Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations. 
 
    I logged into Ocean View College’s Homework Site, which was new this year. It made things so much easier and wasted a lot less paper. Every teacher had their own page which looked like a blog where they could post their homework assignments as well as articles to read, maps to look at, recipes, whatever they wanted. 
 
    I got a chuckle out of something posted at the top of Dr. Marinescu’s page: 
 
      
 
    No, I don’t teach spells for getting people to fall in love with you. Ask me too many times and I’d be happy to turn you into a frog. No, you can’t turn a frog into a prince by kissing them. 
 
      
 
    Her homework assignments so far were only what she’d mentioned in class: Read chapters one to three in your textbook. Quiz on Wednesday. 
 
    I ended up reading chapters one to four before I realized I’d gone farther than I needed to. This stuff was fascinating! 
 
    It turned out we were only going to learn “very basic” spells…but that totally meant “very basic” for witches and probably the same for faeries, but not for mere mortals like ghost whisperers or empaths. I never in my entire life imagined I’d ever be able to do hedge witch spells or protection spells. The hedge witch spells would involve things like helping a plant to grow. I was very excited about the protection spells. Knowing I’d have some of those at my disposal made me feel better about going to Romania where there were vampires and strigoi and God knows what else. 
 
    After I finished reading four chapters, I reread the first three and took notes. When I felt pretty confident about passing the quiz, I took a break by walking over to the other side of the room where my roommate was studying. “Hey, Carrie. How ya doin’?” 
 
    Carrie took off the black-rimmed glasses she’d been wearing. First time I’d seen her with glasses. Dressed in black leggings and an oversized white sweatshirt with the picture of a kitten on the front, she was leaning back in her chair with her feet on the desk, a leather-bound book open on her lap. She placed her feet on the floor and swiveled her chair in my direction. “Good. How are you? How’s your homework going?” 
 
    “Good. Junior-year classes are incredible—rather eye-opening, to be honest. Are you learning how to do basic witches’ spells or anything like that?” 
 
    Carrie smiled. Placing her hands together and leaning toward me, she said, “Yes! Are you taking Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers?” 
 
    “Yes, I am! Who’s your professor?” 
 
    “Dr. Chimera Marinescu…” 
 
    I clapped my hands together, without really thinking about what I was doing. “Oh my God, same here! Isn’t she a piece of work?” 
 
    Carrie’s eyes glistened with intensity. “I’ll say! Did she turn a guy into a frog in your class?” 
 
    “Yes! I’d never seen anything like that in a classroom before!” It felt so great to know that I’d be able to talk with my roommate about whatever went on in that class all semester. I’d seen shapeshifters and skinwalkers before—including Mr. Mhavryck Taylor, my Biology teacher back in Roswell, and all the horribly weird stuff he did; but he kept everything secretive and hidden. He was clearly a bad guy. But here at Ocean View, teachers were practicing magic out in the open and it was true: I’d never seen anything like that before. 
 
    Carrie laughed. “Yeah. Me, neither.” She had a faraway look in her eyes for a few seconds, so I wondered if she’d seen the kinds of things I’d encountered before coming to Ocean View. She quickly snapped out of whatever reverie she’d been caught up in. “Are you studying abroad next semester?” 
 
    “Yes. Are you?” 
 
    Carrie picked up a black-and-pink polka-dotted scarf and tied it around her naturally curly red hair. “Yes. I’m going to Romania.” 
 
    My heart skipped a few beats with enthusiastic hope. I’d love to have a friend in Romania with me. “Me, too! Where exactly are you going?” 
 
    Carrie reached into a drawer, pulled out a brochure and handed it to me. “Here. We’re staying in this village. It’s so small, it doesn’t actually have a name. It’s in the countryside outside Transylvania.” 
 
    “Wait a second…” I ran over to my side of the room and grabbed the brochure for the village where I’d be staying. “Oh, my word!” I hurried back over to Carrie. “We’re staying in the same village!” 
 
    Carrie gave me a huge smile. “No way!” 
 
    “Yes, way!” I handed Carrie’s brochure back to her and showed her the front cover of mine. “Were you at the Introduction to Romania session for junior-year foreign exchange students on the cruise? The one with Dr. Ladarescu?” 
 
    Carrie leaned back in her chair. “Yeah. That was so crazy!” 
 
    “I know, right? Did you see your cottage in the village?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I loved it.” She opened the middle drawer of her desk. Pulling out a sheet of paper and a pencil, she drew two lines of squares: seven squares in each line facing each other. Then she scribbled a circle multiple times around the square in the middle of the left-hand side until it looked like a square inside a tornado and pointed to it with the tip of her pencil. “Here’s where mine’s located.” 
 
    Trying to contain my joy, I asked for her pencil. Rather dramatically, I drew a tornado around my own little square of Romania. “Mine’s located right here! My cottage is directly across from yours!” 
 
    Carrie let out a scream, jumped up and gave me a big hug. Sitting back down, she wiped tears from her eyes and smudges of mascara from beneath them. “I am so relieved! Do you know how much better I feel, now that someone I know will be there?” 
 
    Realizing I had tears in my own eyes, I wiped at them with my sleeve. “Yeah, I kinda do. I was so scared I’d be on my own…” 
 
    Carrie finished my sentence with a whole lot more information than I had. “…in a place with vampires and strigoi and werewolves…and balaurs!” 
 
    Say what now? “Wait. What do you mean werewolves, and what was that last thing?” 
 
    Carrie reached for a textbook and handed it to me. “Are you taking Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture?” 
 
    “I’m taking the class, but I have a totally different textbook.” 
 
    I handed the book back to Carrie. 
 
    She said, “Oh, wait. The class I’m taking is for students with a minor in International Relations.” 
 
    I folded my arms across my chest. “Ah, mine is for students with a minor in Journalism—more specifically, the Journalism in a Broken World minor.” 
 
    Carrie flipped through the pages of her textbook. “I’m sure you’ll get information about all the magical creatures in Romania in your classes this semester. I mean, it would be important before heading off for there. If not, just let me know and I’ll let you borrow my textbooks. You know what werewolves are, I’m sure.” 
 
    Hoo-boy, did I ever. 
 
    Carrie handed me her book, opened to a section with a picture of a dragon with multiple heads and monstrous-looking fins. “That’s a balaur—basically a dragon monster.” 
 
    I thought for a moment I might pass out. I swallowed hard. “Oh.” 
 
    Carrie took her book back. “Hopefully, we won’t see any of those. We’re just undergraduate students. I don’t think they’d throw us to the wolves like that.” 
 
    The same thought occurred to both of us at the same time. We looked at each other with widened eyes. “Unless they’re werewolves!” 
 
    We broke into a fit of laughter. Gallows humor to the rescue. Tickling your funny bone, so as to block your brain from processing too much horror all at once. 
 
    When we finally calmed down and gathered our wits, I said, “Well, I guess I better go back to studying.” On my way back to my desk, I turned around and smiled. “I’m so glad you’ll be in Romania with me.” 
 
    Carrie had gone back to studying at her desk. She swiveled her chair around. “Me, too!” 
 
    When I got back to my own desk, I started working on the assignment for my Introduction to Maps class. Dr. Wèi’s homework page featured an old map at the top that included dragons both on land and in the sea. The homework assignment was the same as he’d given in class: Come up with an idea for a virtual world that could bypass harmful border restrictions in the real world…and that includes borders both within the human world and the magical world. Before doing that, read Chapters 1-3 in your textbook. 
 
    The chapter reading was fascinating. Chapter 1 was a basic introduction to maps: old maps compared to new ones, how to use latitude and longitude, also a section on Google maps and how you can zoom into a map and actually travel virtually through a place using Street View. Chapter 2, titled Seelie and Unseelie Courts in the Faerie World, opened up more of the magical world for me. It said that Seelie faeries were dangerous, but more kind to humans than the Unseelie faeries who were downright malicious. The chapter included actual maps of the Seelie Lands and Unseelie Lands! I’d seen maps of faerie portals, I’d seen faeries coming and going through portals, I’d even stepped through a faerie portal on the beach and glimpsed a part of the faerie world before an upperclassman yanked me back out of it; but I didn’t realize their lands were so extensive and divided into Seelie and Unseelie. 
 
    Chapter 3, titled The Kelpies and Their Limited Land, described the kelpies and talked about how they’re confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland. Kelpies are water spirits that can also live on land. They shapeshift into horses both in water and on land, and sometimes shapeshift into human beings. They’ve been described in human literature as demonic spirits. Human literature claims they have hooves when in human form, which symbolizes their supposed demonic nature. Blue Men of the Minch or storm kelpies are confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. They have a reputation for sinking boats and drowning sailors. They look like humans except for being blue in color. They have the power to create storms. When not creating havoc in that way, they float and swim in the water, staying mostly on the surface, similar to dolphins. Storm kelpies can speak like humans. Legend claims that when a group of storm kelpies approach a ship, they shout two lines of poetry to the skipper and challenge him to complete the verse. If he fails, they work to capsize the ship. 
 
    After finishing Chapter 3, I reread the other part of our homework: Come up with an idea for a virtual world that could bypass harmful border restrictions in the real world…and that includes borders both within the human world and the magical world. 
 
    I stared out the lattice window in front of my desk, watching a tree with long willowy branches bending in the wind. I suddenly wondered if it had a ghost living in it, like the tree in front of my sophomore-year room on the other end of the building where Astrid the ghost girl lived. I made a mental note to look into that sometime soon. 
 
    I came up with an idea to do something similar to what Dr. Wèi had discussed in class, how Chinese people have gotten around lack of free speech under their authoritarian government by communicating inside online computer games and how Reporters Without Borders and Blockworks design studio created a virtual library inside the Minecraft game where banned journalism could be housed. 
 
    I had learned so much about prejudice at Ocean View College last year. The pure-blood faeries as a group were deeply prejudiced against the other races on campus. However, it was specific pure-blood faeries who had stood up against their own group and helped us get the missing human children back. 
 
    So, I thought about the kelpies. What if the limited area where they lived in Scotland wasn’t so much the result of their having chosen to stay there, but was instead because other races had set rules in place to keep them there? What if things went further and some kind of magical spell enforced the borders of that area? That would represent very strict boundaries. Now, what if there were good kelpies within those borders who were suffering by the restrictions and trying to find a way to communicate with the rest of the world? Perhaps they could do so within a virtual world. 
 
    I did the assignment by creating sketches of an underwater virtual world that the kelpies could use to communicate with people on ships. This virtual world involved using magic to send messages that would appear for a brief time on the communication devices of ships, in an attempt to reach sailors. After that, I created sketches of maps for a world where kelpies inhabited other areas of the Earth, right alongside human beings and other magical races. 
 
    Then I had an incredible thought: Should Ocean View College consider allowing kelpies to gain entrance as students, and perhaps also as faculty? I wondered if the kelpies would even be interested. 
 
    I added several sketches of kelpies attending Ocean View College, both as students and faculty. 
 
    I found a folder, put my name on it and on each of the sketches, then slipped the sketches inside the folder for class. I felt relieved I’d come up with a creative idea complete with sketches for the homework assignment, since artwork was one of my strengths. 
 
    I took a short break by playing Firewatch on my computer. I love that game. Sitting at my desk, I escaped into the virtual world where I was on a quest to solve a mystery. Solving mysteries for ghosts was basically my vocation in real life, so I figured that would give me an advantage inside the game. One of the things I loved most about Firewatch, however, was trekking through the outdoor spaces. It felt so real walking through wild grasses, hiking over rocky areas and listening to the burbling water of a nearby stream. It made for a good break. 
 
    When I returned to homework, I grabbed my Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations textbook and checked Dr. Stanton’s page on the Homework Site. This was so cool…At the top of the page, Dr. Stanton had posted two photographs: one of herself and one of Mrs. Charlotte Hampton in her present, ghostly form! I wondered if they had to use a special camera to capture an image of a ghost. In her own photo, Dr. Stanton’s long hair had been styled with cornrows swept up into a bun on top of her head. She was wearing golden eye shadow and matching lipstick that looked awesome against her black skin. Mrs. Hampton had that cloudlike appearance that ghosts have when you meet them in real life. Her green eyes sparkled through the mistiness of her face. She was wearing a blue dress decorated with a profusion of white flowers. She had the pearl necklace on that she’d had on every time I’d met with her. I wondered now if that necklace had a special meaning for her. Maybe it was a gift from someone she loved, perhaps a husband or child. I knew nothing of her personal life. 
 
    There was a brief bio under each picture, mostly credentials for teaching the course. 
 
    In personal information, Dr. Stanton was married to another professor on campus whose name I didn’t recognize: Dr. Evanora McCray, also a ghost whisperer. They had two children, a five-year-old girl named Rebel and a three-year-old boy named Reilly. In terms of teaching credentials, Dr. Stanton had gone to Ocean View College for both undergraduate and graduate school. (That was exciting for me to read. I had no idea Ocean View had a graduate program. I had no idea, for that matter, that you could continue magical training past college. I looked it up quickly on Ocean View’s website. Apparently, the graduate school had campuses in various countries. The United States campus was on another island, between Hawaii and Japan. I felt like less of an oblivious idiot once I realized the graduate school wasn’t located in the same place where I was taking undergraduate classes. I mean, there was at least a fairly good reason why I hadn’t been aware of it. Now that I was, I felt incredibly curious. I promised myself I’d look up the campuses and available courses sometime soon.) 
 
    Mrs. Hampton had been married to a man named John Hampton, a journalist. They had three children, all of whom were still living. She’d attended Ocean View College from 1960 to 1964 and graduated with top honors. She’s been one of Ocean View’s most generous benefactors. 
 
    After I read the bios and daydreamed for a bit about graduate school and what Mrs. Hampton must have been like as a living person, I checked the online homework assignment. It was the same as Dr. Stanton had assigned in class, except she spelled out the exact chapters we should read: Read about the first Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner in your textbook. This includes Chapters 1-3. 
 
    As I read the assigned material, I experienced the same wonderful feeling I’d had a number of times this year since becoming an upperclassman: the feeling that I knew things about life and the magical world now and was no longer a naïve and immature child. From the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinners I’d attended the past two years, I already knew some of the information we had to learn for class. 
 
    At last year’s dinner, I’d learned that ghost food was invented in 1978 by Tara Middleton. That invention was the impetus for having Day of the Dead Homecoming dinners where both living students and the ghosts of departed persons could celebrate together, since ghosts could finally enjoy food served at celebratory get-togethers. Ocean View’s first Day of the Dead Homecoming was in 1985 at the girls’ Ghost Whisperers House (where I’d been living since sophomore year!). The Ghost Whisperers House for boys held their first Day of the Dead Homecoming celebration in 1990, and the other houses followed suit in 1992. 
 
    The ghost girl I’d met last year—Mandy McPherson, who looked about my age, meaning she’d died at that age—had actually been a living student at Ocean View the year that Tara Middleton invented the ghost food. 
 
    I lifted my head from the book I was reading and gazed outside through the lattice window. I thought about the reality of the story I’d been told. How did Tara invent that food? What gave her the idea that such a thing could even be done? And what was it like for the other students like Mandy who heard about the invention and started going to campus dinners with ghosts? 
 
    It suddenly dawned on me: were there any students and faculty at Ocean View, either on the undergraduate campus or on any of the graduate campuses, working on inventions right now that would completely revolutionize interactions between living people and ghosts? Was anyone working on the development of something else that would allow ghosts to find as much joy as they currently experience with ghost food? 
 
    When I looked back down at my textbook, an emboldened heading caught my eye: How Students Can Invite Ghost Family Members and Ghost Friends to Day of the Dead Homecoming and Other Celebrations at Ocean View College. 
 
    Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. I could barely concentrate on what I was reading, I was so excited…and also, truth be told, incredibly nervous…that there might be a way I could contact Brandon and Brandon’s grandmother and his other family members and invite them to next year’s Day of the Dead Homecoming, or maybe this year to other celebrations I didn’t even know about yet. 
 
    There was a way to do it! There it was in plain print—something other people at Ocean View had already known about and were no doubt already doing. A team of instructors at the college had worked together to find a means of contacting the dead and they’d succeeded! I soaked in the words: Although it doesn’t work 100% of the time, it works for our team a significant amount of times to be considered a valid method for contacting those who have moved on. The team included professors from different magical groups, mostly ghost whisperers (of course), along with witches and faeries. The more I thought about it, the more that made sense. Ghost whisperers spoke and interacted with ghosts on a regular basis, although as far as I knew, ghosts always contacted living people first, not the other way around. Witches and faeries were experts at casting spells. Faeries knew how to come and go between Earth and their magical lands through portals. It made sense that a team like that would have the best chance at cracking the code for contacting people who had passed on to the realm beyond death. 
 
    I double-checked the Homework Site to make sure there wasn’t any homework for my class on Romanian culture or my sensory deprivation class. There wasn’t any, which was a huge relief because I was exhausted from all the homework I’d already done and couldn’t wait to crawl into bed and fall asleep. 
 
    Before I logged off my computer, I took a look at the Romanian recipes Dr. Barbaneagra had posted on her page. At the end of the year, we’d have to make a Romanian dish or dessert to bring into class to share. The recipes she’d posted looked delicious. I decided that unless I found a better recipe, I’d try making Vargabéles…because, dude, stuffed inside phyllo pastry was a pudding made from egg noodles and stuff like sweet cheese, butter, sugar and something called vanilla sugar. Another name for this dessert was Sweet Cottage Cheese Noodle Pie. I mean, that’s gotta be some sweet dessert. 
 
    As I was drifting off to sleep, all cozy under my covers and the dark green quilt with the willowy black trees and golden leaves, I thought: That should be a new expression: Sweet Cottage Cheese Noodle Pie! Instead of just saying “Sweet!” when you approve of something, you could say, “Sweet Cottage Cheese Noodle Pie!” It was much more descriptive. I mean, can’t you just taste the sweet pudding deliciousness of it at the mere mention of the name? I know I can. 
 
    Then off to sleep I went… 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    At 1:00 Wednesday afternoon, I had a meeting with the advisor assigned to me for my semester abroad. It looked like I’d have plenty of information and support for the trip, which helped tamp down the fear I felt every time I thought about the scary magical monsters I might encounter in Romania. 
 
    Her office was located on the third floor of the administration building where we went to receive the folders with information on our room assignments and roommates at the beginning of every school year. 
 
    Taking the elevator up to the third floor, I stepped out into a long carpeted hallway. Looking for Room #325, I turned left and continued on until I found a door with a metal plaque on it that had the following engraved in black letters: 
 
      
 
    Vera Whitfield, Ph.D. 
 
    Student Advisor for the Romania Foreign Exchange Program 
 
      
 
    We certainly had a lot of people with doctoral degrees working with us in our junior year. I guessed that was good. It meant we had a lot of people teaching and advising us who really knew their stuff…and at Ocean View, that meant important stuff we’d probably need to survive. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door. 
 
    A cheery voice replied, “Come in!” 
 
    I opened the door to a wonderfully decorated room and a warm, friendly person sitting behind the desk. She stood. “Are you Galactic Shade Griffin?” 
 
    I replied, “Yes,” and then added what I always added, “…but I just go by Shade.” 
 
    She reached out her hand. “Wonderful. Nice to meet you, Shade. I’m Dr. Whitfield. Please have a seat.” 
 
    I shook Dr. Whitfield’s hand. I noticed she had a firm handshake. Then I sat down in a remarkably comfortable leather chair opposite my advisor. I started to relax. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield was impeccably dressed in a pink skirt suit with a white cotton blouse and a necklace of pink freshwater pearls. She had on light pink lipstick which looked great against her black skin. Her fingernails were painted with pink polish; she had a wedding ring with a large diamond on her left hand. Her hair was full and curly and fell slightly below her shoulders. I guessed she was in her early forties. 
 
    She gave me a warm, friendly smile. “Let me tell you a little bit about myself. I’ve been a student advisor for the Romania Foreign Exchange Program here at Ocean View for the past ten years. I have two Ph.D.s: one in Ghost Whispering and the other in Romanian Studies. I went to Romania through the foreign exchange program you’re about to embark on when I was an undergrad here at Ocean View and I spent an entire year in Romania as part of my doctoral program in Romanian studies. I speak five languages: Romanian and English, of course, as well as Bulgarian, Russian, and Japanese. I’ll be able to help prepare you for your semester in Romania and you can contact me with any questions or concerns while you’re there. You’re about to have an incredible experience.” She picked up a pile of books from her desk. “Here. These are yours to keep. They’re filled with information on Romania.” 
 
    They were all fancy leather-bound hardcover books. I was starting to understand why Natalie had so many on her bookshelves last year. No doubt they were from her family who had been attending Ocean View for generations. To them, piles of these kinds of books probably became clutter after a while, so they passed the ones they never planned to read again to younger family members. To me, they were treasures. As I grasped the pile being handed to me, I felt butterflies in my stomach. I couldn’t wait to get back to my room to check them out. “Thank you so much!” 
 
    Dr. Whitfield smiled. “You’re very welcome. Make sure you take a look at them. The information they contain will definitely help you out.” 
 
    “Oh, I will! I’m going to start today.” How could anyone not take a look? Well, I guess if people groaned about studying for a quiz in a class taught by a witch who had just turned a guy into a frog, they might not get a jump on reading books they didn’t have to read. Seriously, my sense of self-preservation and my survival instincts kicked up way too much fear to take chances like that. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield leaned forward, folding her arms together on her desk. “Do you have any questions?” 
 
    My heart started beating rather quickly and my hands felt slippery against the leather book covers. I did have a question to ask, but I felt nervous voicing it out loud for a couple of reasons. Number one, it was so frightening, I’m not sure I really wanted an answer. And number two, if this was just an urban legend, which I thought it might be because the reality seemed so outrageous, I’d feel like a gullible idiot voicing my concerns. Finally, I blurted it out: “Are there really balaurs in Romania?” 
 
    The smile melted from Dr. Whitfield’s face. She leaned back in her chair and placed her fingers together in the shape of a church steeple. I absentmindedly thought how decorative her pink nail polish and diamond ring made the steeple look. 
 
    With a serious expression on her face, she flexed her fingers so they repeatedly collapsed and rebuilt the steeple. “Yes, my dear, I’m afraid they are. I’ve seen them. During my grad school year in Romania, I came across two of them: one while exploring caves as part of a graduate school project and once while hiking in the mountains.” 
 
    I felt extremely light-headed, like I was seconds away from fainting. I’m sure my eyes went wide as saucers and my skin as pale as a ghost. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield opened a drawer in her desk, pulled out a package of paper cups, filled one with water from a pitcher on the shelf behind her and handed it to me. “Here you go.” 
 
    I got the impression I wasn’t the first student to have gotten light-headed when meeting with Dr. Whitfield. She seemed prepared. I wondered if anyone had ever actually fainted. 
 
    I took a sip of water. There must have been ice cubes in the pitcher because the drink was cool and refreshing. My head started to clear, although my heart kept racing at an uncomfortable rate. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield leaned back in her chair, constructing the steeple once again. 
 
    My focus wandered. Pink shiny fingernails. Twinkling diamond ring. Decorative steeple. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield’s eyes filled with intensity. “You probably won’t encounter any balaurs. If you do, keep something in mind. We just aren’t used to balaurs because they don’t exist in our usual world. Because they’re secretive, mythological creatures, we never learned anything about them growing up here in the United States. We did learn, however, about a lot of other very dangerous animals like lions, tigers, snakes and gorillas. Yet, that doesn’t fill us with dread and keep us from going to places where they exist. The difference is we learned a lot about those kinds of animals growing up. We learned ways to stay safe even when they’re in the general area. So, here are a few things I strongly suggest…Learn all the information taught to you about Romania in your classes this semester. Study hard. Read the books I gave you. And join the Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club here on campus.” 
 
    My heart rate slowed down a bit. “That sounds great. I didn’t know there was a club like that.” 
 
    Dr. Whitfield opened the middle drawer of her desk and handed me two business cards. The pink one had her name and contact information typed in black letters. A pale yellow card had the following typed in black letters, along with contact information: 
 
      
 
    Dr. Ignatia Echols 
 
    Professor, Romanian Language and Literature 
 
    Advisor to the Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club 
 
      
 
    “Thank you.” I felt so incredibly appreciative. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield stood up, came around to my side of the desk and shook my hand once again. “It was very nice to meet you, Shade. I can tell you’re going to be a great addition to our foreign exchange program. Please don’t hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or concerns. As soon as my schedule’s organized, I’ll send you an email about our next meeting. I usually meet with my foreign exchange students at least four or five times the semester before they go overseas.” 
 
    I said, “That sounds great. Thank you!” 
 
    By the time I left Dr. Whitfield’s office, I had exactly one hour until Intro to Witchcraft Spells class…and my first quiz of the school year! I went to one of the cafeterias on campus to grab a quick snack and a cup of coffee while going over the information in my textbook one more time. While gobbling down a slice of peach pie topped with whipped cream and sipping a caffè mocha, I flipped open the leather-bound textbook. This was the Witchcraft for Ghost Whisperers book where the title was engraved in golden letters on the cover above the engraved flask of blue liquid that appeared to be bubbling, steam filled with golden sparks appearing to rise from it. Becoming more advanced in the magical world isn’t always as magical as you might think. I accidentally opened the book with a glop of peach pie and whipped cream on my fingers that must have been on the edge of my plate when I moved it out of the way. I was in such a hurry to ace the quiz, I just dipped my napkin in a glass of water and swiped at the cover. I guess I was becoming as practical as Natalie over gorgeous leather-bound books filled with magical secrets. Books can be ornamental, but they also serve practical uses and tend to get messy under conditions of normal use. 
 
    OK, enough philosophizing about books. On to the things I needed to memorize… 
 
    Agrimony is used for protection. It can be used as a sleep aid. An old folklore poem says of agrimony: 
 
      
 
    If it be leyd under mann’s head, 
 
    He shal sleepyn as he were dead; 
 
    He shal never drede ne wakyn 
 
    Til fro under his head it be takyn’. *[See footnote #1 at end of book.] 
 
      
 
    Ugh. I kept making mistakes on the old spellings of words. I hoped the quiz would be multiple-choice. I had the poem memorized, just not the exact spellings for all the words. 
 
    Tea made from vervain can be used to keep vampires away. (I had that sentence memorized so hard, it was practically branded onto my brain. Could definitely come in handy in Romania.) 
 
    Clear quartz stones are protective and healing. They can be substituted for other stones if necessary. 
 
    Smoky quartz is a cleansing stone. It’s also calming. When placed near the bed, it will keep nightmares and night terrors away. (Could definitely come in handy in Romania, I’m sure.) 
 
    I glanced at my cell phone. Only fifteen more minutes before I had to leave for class. Yikes! I quickly went over the material on runes. 
 
    At 2:45, I grabbed my books and laptop bag and headed off to class. 
 
    Dr. Marinescu was in the classroom when we arrived, sitting once again on the high wooden stool next to the smart board. Her white-and-gray hair had been piled up on top of her head and fastened there by a wooden stick. She was wearing a denim dress with boots. 
 
    The smart board had been turned pale yellow. In very large red letters, all in caps, were two rather ominous words followed by exclamation marks: QUIZ TODAY!! It looked like a bloodstain on a field of marigolds. 
 
    I found a seat in the back. As I waited for class to start, I bounced my right foot up and down. I was a tangle of nerves. 
 
    At the exact time class was supposed to start, Dr. Marinescu hopped off the stool, picked up a stack of papers from her desk and handed a bunch to each person in the front row. “Take one and pass the rest back. Everyone, keep them upside down on your desks until I tell you to begin.” 
 
    Shortly after everyone had received the quiz, she announced, “Begin!” then sat down at her desk and opened a book. 
 
    I flipped my quiz over so quickly on the desk, you’d think I was a poker player with a great hand slapping my cards down on the table in a final showdown. 
 
    For a minute, I blanked out and just stared at the page. Then I reminded myself to calm down, just breathe and concentrate. 
 
    It turned out I had overstudied, which was so great, I wanted to reach around and pat myself on the back. 
 
    The test was multiple-choice. It seemed Dr. Marinescu just wanted to make sure we’d read the textbook chapters we were assigned. Ten questions and they were very easy. The first question will give you an idea of just how easy: 
 
      
 
    Which statement is NOT true? 
 
    A.) Runes are letters in the ancient Germanic alphabets. 
 
    B.) Runes are carved into stones or pieces of wood to use in spells. 
 
    C.) The meanings of runes are interpreted in readings. 
 
    D.) Runes are gigantic boulders that are rolled aside in order to interpret the patterns in the grass or dirt beneath them. 
 
      
 
    Woo-wee, piece of cake! The answer is: D! Now, for anyone who hadn’t studied, that question could have been tricky. Large runestones go all the way back to the Viking era when inscriptions were carved into boulders. The inscriptions were the important thing, however, not any patterns in anything lying beneath the boulders. Ha! Overstudy to the rescue! 
 
    After everyone had completed the quiz, Dr. Marinescu had us pass them down to the front. She then spent the rest of the class lecturing about the properties of a wide variety of crystals. The world of magic never ceased to amaze me in terms of how it could be so powerful one moment and so mundane the next. One day our professor was turning a guy into a frog. The next, she was giving us a quiz on chapters in our textbook and lecturing on so many facts, the only thing keeping me awake was how fast I had to type on my smart pad in order to keep up. My fingers ached. 
 
    After class, I went back to my room. Carrie wasn’t there, so I just plopped myself down on my bed and stared up at the white lace canopy, trying to clear my mind and relax. After about fifteen minutes of that, I decided to contact the advisor to the Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club. I pulled the yellow business card with her contact information out of my bag. Opening my laptop, I typed up an email and sent it to her: 
 
      
 
    Hi, Dr. Echols, 
 
      
 
    I’m interested in joining your Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club. I’m so sorry I didn’t sign up on Sign Up for Clubs Day. I only found out about the club today from my Student Advisor for the Romania Foreign Exchange Program, Dr. Vera Whitfield. She highly recommended I join. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely,
Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
      
 
    I figured I’d use my full name. If she’d seen my byline in the school newspaper, it could help prove I wasn’t irresponsible. 
 
    A minute or so later, my email pinged. It was from Dr. Echols! She said: We’d be happy to have you. Our first meeting’s tonight at 8:00 PM. 
 
    Oh, ugh. I was sooooo tired. I knew I had to make that meeting, though. I replied: Thank you so much! I’ll be there! 
 
    I closed my laptop, set the alarm on my cell phone for one hour later and crawled into bed for a nap. 
 
    The bed curtains might protect ghost whisperers from the cries of ghosts, but they sure don’t protect us from nightmares. I had a horrible one set in the Romanian village where I’d be living next semester. 
 
    At the beginning of the dream, I was incredibly happy in my cozy cottage, sitting on the couch in the living room, drinking tea by the fireplace. The little black cat I’d seen on our virtual trip during the cruise was curled up peacefully in my lap, purring away and stretching her legs from time to time. 
 
    After a while, the cat woke up, leapt from my lap and ran out the front door, which had been left open. I jumped up and ran after her. For some reason, I felt the cat was a she. And I’d apparently given her a name. I ran up and down the village road, screaming, “Mystique! Mystique! Mystique!” It seemed the cat was my pet and I’d named her Mystique. I was frantic with worry that I couldn’t find her. 
 
    Suddenly, Mystique came racing down the road toward me. I felt incredibly relieved and happy as I ran to meet up with her. 
 
    But then, a huge dragon with three heads and monstrous-looking fins crashed out of a nearby wooded area and stomped onto the road behind Mystique. 
 
    A balaur! 
 
    All of its mouths were open. As it stormed down the road, it belted out sounds that were a cross between a horrifying croak and a roar. I thought I might have heard that sound before—possibly from a dinosaur in the Jurassic Park movie. 
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, I kept running to save Mystique. 
 
    Mystique turned to look at the balaur, then froze in place. I felt frantic. I wanted her to get out of there. I was sure she’d be attacked and eaten within the next few seconds. 
 
    But then she winked at the balaur. In an instant, Mystique shifted into a bat, then changed shape once again until she had morphed into a wolf. As a wolf, she moved toward me menacingly—growling with bared teeth, her muscular body slouching toward me as if I were prey. 
 
    There was a series of loud crashing sounds in the woods, as though large creatures were moving through them, snapping twigs and crushing everything in their way. Stepping onto the road, they joined Mystique and the balaur. Several vampires with fangs exposed, a putrid-looking strigoi, the balaur and the werewolf Mystique were now coming toward me. 
 
    I tried to run, but couldn’t move. 
 
    I tried to scream, but couldn’t make a sound. 
 
    I woke covered in sweat, my heart pounding. 
 
    The room was completely quiet. Carrie hadn’t yet returned. 
 
    I took a shower, taking comfort in the lavender and chamomile body wash I’d bought during the summer. Then I headed off to dinner, grabbing comfort food: macaroni and cheese dinner with chocolate cake for dessert. 
 
    I made it to the classroom where the club meeting for Romanian foreign exchange students was to be held a few minutes early. It looked like a lot of the kids didn’t know each other because practically everyone was sitting silently in their seats, looking at their cell phones or reading a book or just looking around the room. A small group of kids, maybe five or six, had gathered in the back of the room. They were laughing and talking, so it was obvious they knew each other. At least I didn’t feel alone, since the majority didn’t seem to know anyone. 
 
    A heavyset middle-aged woman with dark hair, dark eyes and olive skin entered the classroom and stood behind the desk. She was wearing a white dress painted with colorful flowers. A matching scarf covered her head and flowed down to her waist. Spangles on the part covering her head twinkled as she moved under the classroom lights. “Hi, everyone! I’m Dr. Ignatia Echols, the advisor to the Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club…as you might have guessed.” She smiled. Light laughter traveled through the classroom. “Welcome! Let me introduce myself and then I’d like you all to introduce yourselves. I’m a Professor of Romanian Language and Literature here at Ocean View.” Squinting slightly, she gazed around the room. “I recognize a few of you from classes you’ve had with me. I guess I didn’t scare you off, then.” Laughter from students again. I started to feel at ease. “I was born, raised and educated in Romania before coming to Ocean View College for graduate school. I loved it here so much, I stayed. I’ve been teaching here for fifteen years. Although I’m a witch, I don’t teach any witchcraft classes. My true love is language and literature, so that’s what I teach. I’m married to a wizard and we have three lovely children, one boy and two girls.” She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Well, lovely most of the time, anyway. OK, now let’s go around the room introducing yourselves—starting over there by the door, one row at a time, front of the room to the back.” 
 
    Since I was in the back of the fourth row from the door, it took a while to get to me. When it was finally my turn, I gave my full name and said I go by Shade except in my newspaper byline. I explained some things I’d done with the newspaper club, including getting renovations completed for The Castle by the Sea. At that point, there were a few gasps and murmurs and I swear the entire room turned around to look at me. I hoped that was a good sign. The newspaper club had done a lot of great things for the magical beings from the ocean last year. That clubhouse was a symbol of all the improvements we’d made not only to the building, but also in their lives. Hopefully, everyone was impressed by that, rather than thinking it shouldn’t have been done for whatever reason. 
 
    After we introduced ourselves, Dr. Echols told us that each meeting would be centered around a specific aspect of Romania or international travel. For the first meeting, she thought we should just chat and get to know each other over Romanian desserts and coffee. With that announcement, a guy dressed in a waiter’s uniform wheeled in a cart filled with pastries. Another guy wheeled in a cart holding pots of coffee and pitchers filled with cold drinks. 
 
    Dr. Echols thanked them, then turned to the club. “Come on up. Help yourselves!” 
 
    That was a great way of breaking the ice. Normally, I’d just want to stay in my seat or crawl under the desk when asked to mingle with strangers, but those desserts looked mighty good. Rather than rushing the carts, people stood patiently in the rows between desks until there was enough room at the carts for another person to take their turn. Suddenly, I regretted always choosing a seat at the back of the room. 
 
    The girl in front of me turned around. She was Chinese. She had purple streaks in her dark hair and a tiny flower tattoo under her right eye. “Hi, Shade. That’s pretty cool what you guys did at the newspaper club to save The Castle by the Sea and to let merpeople live there. I have a friend who’s hoping to get a room there in January.” 
 
    I hoped no one who needed a room had been denied one. “Have they applied for room placement there?” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes. She applied to start Ocean View as a freshman next semester. She’s a mermaid. She kept telling me that Ocean View doesn’t like merpeople and she was sure they’d reject her application. I told her that was nonsense. Well, she just got accepted and is now waiting to hear about her room assignment. She requested a room in The Castle by the Sea.” 
 
    “That’s so cool! What’s she planning on studying?” 
 
    As she crossed her arms, I noticed she was wearing a really cool pair of black fingerless gloves. Her fingernails were painted purple. “Biology. She wants to become a medical doctor for merpeople and selkies.” 
 
    It hadn’t even dawned on me that Ocean View might have that kind of training. “Does Ocean View have a medical school?” 
 
    “Basically, yes. Ocean View’s affiliated with a medical school that trains the magically gifted to become doctors.” 
 
    That was really exciting news. First, I found out that Ocean View students could go on to graduate school at another Ocean View location. Now, I was discovering that Ocean View was affiliated with a medical school. The world had suddenly expanded to a whole new level of possibilities following graduation. “How does that work, exactly? Can anyone from Ocean View apply to that medical school?” 
 
    “You can find information about it on Ocean View’s website. Anyone here can apply.” It was almost our turn at the carts. “My name’s Jia Li, by the way. I’ve been meaning to join the newspaper club. Is it too late to sign up?” 
 
    “No, not at all. We have meetings every Wednesday evening at 7:00 PM. They’re held at The Castle by the Sea, which is very cool. That’s our clubhouse. Feel free to stop by.” 
 
    We made our way up to the dessert cart as two other students left carrying paper plates filled with pastries. 
 
    Oh, wow. Perhaps I’d died and gone to Heaven. Each dessert had a lavender card in front of it, the name of the dessert along with a brief description printed in black ink outlined in gold. 
 
    Plăcintă cu ciocolată: Pastry with chocolate and nut filling. 
 
    Gogoși: Romanian doughnut. 
 
    Papanași: Doughnut made from fried dough and sweet Romanian cheese, topped with fruit jam and sour cream. 
 
    Plăcintă cu mere: Sweet apple pie. 
 
    Brânzoaică: Baked dough filled with sweet cheese. These looked like tiny packets of deliciousness. 
 
    And, oh my goodness, the dessert I planned on making for our end-of-the-year food tasting in my Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture class: Vargabéles: Baked-noodle pudding with sweet cheese. 
 
    Those were simply the desserts I had piled on my plate. There were a lot more to choose from. I set my plate down on the drinks cart while I poured myself a cup of Ciocolată caldă: Romanian hot chocolate. 
 
    I joined a group of students who seemed on the quiet side. Since we had food to munch on, it made breaking the ice less awkward. Also, it turned out they had heard of the things the newspaper club had been doing and asked me lots of questions, including when the next meeting would be held. 
 
    Time passed quickly. Before I knew it, the meeting was over. Dr. Echols said loudly in order to be heard over all the conversations taking place in the room: “OK, everyone, meeting’s adjourned. Give some thought to what we’ll be covering in the next meeting: How to prepare for your trip abroad. Think of any questions you’d like to have answered.” 
 
    That sounded good. I had lots of questions, although many were about the frightening creatures in Romania. I assumed that topic would be covered later. 
 
    I left the meeting feeling content, also filled with sweet pastries and hot chocolate. I was so glad I’d joined that club. It seemed like it would be very helpful, plus it had a lot of students who were going through the same foreign exchange experience I was. I no longer felt alone. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    The next day in Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class, Dr. Valentine announced that we were going to use the sensory deprivation tanks. Swiping his long bangs out of his eyes, he looked at us like we were ne’er-do-wells he expected to fail. “How many of you checked the Homework Site for class instructions and homework?” 
 
    I raised my hand and looked around. Almost everyone’s hand was raised. 
 
    Dr. Valentine widened his eyes, as though surprised by such a thing. “Wow. That’s most of you. I see only a few of you haven’t raised your hands. Now, how many of you saw the part about bringing your swimsuit to class today and actually did that?” 
 
    Again, almost everyone raised their hand. 
 
    Dr. V. brushed his hair from his eyes once more and looked at us like we were aliens from outer space. “Well, aren’t you guys something else? I guess we’re going to have a good semester. Those of you who don’t have your swimsuits, you can leave now and take a C- grade for today’s class participation. Everyone else, pack up. We’re going over to the sensory deprivation tanks.” 
 
    The kids who hadn’t brought suits to class picked up their things and slunk out of the room. There were only four. They looked totally dejected. I can’t even imagine. Getting handed a C- grade at the beginning of the semester would feel incredibly defeating. I guess Dr. Valentine meant business. His name didn’t quite fit his manner. It would be like getting a valentine that said: 
 
    Roses are red, 
 
    Violets are blue, 
 
    Warthogs are ugly 
 
    And so are you. 
 
    Speaking of horrible messages, Dr. V. announced to the rest of us: “OK. Grab your stuff. We’re going downstairs to the sensory deprivation tanks. All of you have taken the advanced level Honing Ghost Whispering through Virtual Reality class, so I know you’re familiar with the tanks. That means you’re well-prepared for going further in making contact with worlds beyond the grave. This semester, we’re going to do just that. OK, let’s go.” 
 
    Say what, now? Who says I’m well-prepared for going further in making contact with worlds beyond the grave? I swore I wasn’t. 
 
    Our classroom was in the same building as the Honing Ghost Whispering through Virtual Reality III class I’d taken the year before. The sensory deprivation tanks were in the basement. Unfortunately, we didn’t have far to go. 
 
    I’d had Zen-like experiences in the tanks last year, as well as a huge breakthrough in one of them where I’d envisioned portals, which helped me figure out where a nefarious group of pure-blood faeries were taking the missing children. Nevertheless, the basement that housed the tanks still gave me the creeps. It felt like a dark and abandoned place. It had plain tan walls with green baseboards, worn-out linoleum floor tiles and an endless series of green doors. A machine growled and hissed from some hidden space. 
 
    Finally, we reached the green door with its lumpy, streaked layers of paint and the sign that announced: Sensory Deprivation Tanks. 
 
    Stepping through the doorway into the room was like stepping through a portal into a far better place. I relaxed a bit. The part about how we were going to go “further in making contact with worlds beyond the grave” niggled at the base of my brain and sent a shiver down my spine, however. I’d only recently made peace with being contacted by ghosts. Plus I had faerie-designed bed curtains to shut out their cries at night, as well as Pure Spirits and Super Spirit drinks to chug or little blue pills to pop any other time I needed peace and quiet. How did I know what opening my mind to worlds beyond the grave would do? Would it be like any of those horror movies where opening a portal allowed angry spirits and monsters from other dimensions to come crashing through into our world? What if they never went back? Also, how many of those “worlds beyond the grave” were there, anyway? Suddenly, I embraced the idea that ignorance is bliss. I would have loved to have had some of that bliss right about then. 
 
    We’d stepped into the ultra-modern section of a very old building. The walls, floor and ceiling were coated with pebbled material, dark blue with specks of red and green, giving the sensation that we were underwater. Rows of sleek plastic pods filled the room, their lids all closed. 
 
    We knew what to do. At the back of the room, girls went to the changing rooms on the right; boys went to those on the left. 
 
    I changed into the racing suit I’d been using for the sensory deprivation tanks, the one covered in pink and purple Hawaiian-style flowers with yellow centers and green leaves all around them. I used that one because it wasn’t my best suit, so I didn’t have to worry if the saltwater faded it. 
 
    After putting my clothes and shoes in a locker, I left for the main room with my locker key and towel. I picked a pod in the middle of the room because I felt safer surrounded by people for something like this. 
 
    After everyone had chosen a tank, Dr. V. said, “OK, here’s what I want you all to do. I want you to skip using the earplugs on the shelves inside your tanks this time. A recording will be played inside your pod that will provide guided imagery. You’ll need to listen to that for today’s lesson.” 
 
    Everyone started lifting the lids on their pods and stepping into the tanks. I sighed, then did the same. I pushed the button that allowed the tank to fill with blue light, rather than choosing to float in darkness. Squatting, I closed the lid, then lay down on my back in the salt-filled water. 
 
    I stared up at the inside of the lid for a while, wondering what I was about to experience, then closed my eyes. I bobbed buoyantly on the water, letting my mind wander. 
 
    I startled briefly when a woman’s voice broke into the pod. I’d forgotten about the guided imagery. 
 
    “Let go of your senses. Let go of control.” That was the opening line. 
 
    Next, some kind of New Age music played. 
 
    Eventually, I imagined myself floating in space, swimming under the ocean, flying through darkened caves. I felt more or less as though I’d left my body. I stopped demanding my thoughts be processed through my conscious mind. 
 
    I didn’t fall asleep, but I felt suspended somewhere between wakefulness and sleep. My mind drifted in sync with my body as I floated on the salt-saturated water. 
 
    The voice returned. “Cross over into the dimension between life and death. Cross over into the world that lies between the grave and eternal life. There are other beings there. Find them. Search them out. See the shadowy figures along the periphery of your vision. Turn your head. Focus on them. Who are they? What are they?” 
 
    I turned my head as though by instinct, as though under a hypnotic spell. 
 
    I saw them. Whatever they were. They were only in shadow form, gossamer threads of something I recognized at the edge of my brain, the way someone struggles to recall a word on the tip of their tongue. 
 
    They looked human. People cloaked in darkness, long black capes flying out behind them. They carried lanterns filled with golden light, as though transporting their own illuminated souls. 
 
    One of them dropped their lamp. In the blink of an eye, a man shapeshifted into the body of a wolf. As I watched, he focused on me with intense golden eyes, brilliant and ravenous with centuries-old longing. Taking off at a running pace, he charged in my direction. 
 
    Suddenly, a woman morphed into an ugly black bat with fangs. As her cape fell to the ground, a discarded, formless shroud, the winged creature took flight behind the wolf. 
 
    The entire group of caped figures raced toward me with inhuman speed. 
 
    Army of the undead, I whispered somewhere in the back of my mind. 
 
    I should have been afraid. Somewhere in my heart, I was. Heartbeats sped up and echoed off the walls of the sensory deprivation tank. That should have frightened me even more. Instead, their rhythm soothed me, lulled me deeper into the hypnotic state. Thud-thud…Thud-thud…Boom-boom…Boom-boom… 
 
    My muscles were frozen as they are in dreams and nightmares. My mind was mesmerized by the apparitions and subconscious suggestions as to how I was to interact with them. As I stood my ground, I allowed the beasts and shadowy figures to come up to me, to come for me. 
 
    They were my destiny, after all. These were the vampires of Romania. And I knew more deeply than I had ever known anything else in my entire life that my mission was to interact with them, to risk my own personal safety in order to save others from them. 
 
    Like a hypnotist awakening their subject, the disembodied voice spoke to me through the speakers inside the pod: “This session is over. Please step out of the tank, dry yourself off and get changed in the locker room.” Then, and this was really weird, the voice became all chipper and light, more like someone selling me perfume at the mall than a guide introducing me to the land of the living dead: “See you next time! Have a great day!” 
 
    I opened the lid and stepped out of the sensory deprivation tank. I felt nearly blinded by the room, even though the lights had been turned down low. I must have been blinded by my sudden return to reality. I had that awful panic-attack sensation one has when life changes too quickly, when someone dies or a hurricane rips through your neighborhood, turning your house to nothing but matchsticks and sawdust. The class had done its job. I was standing somewhere in between worlds. In between Ocean View College and the foreign exchange program in Romania. Somewhere between my own country and a foreign one. Somewhere between a world where vampires were fun, mythological creatures and a place where they were dangerously real. Somewhere between the world where I only heard ghosts and another in which I had to deal with vampires. 
 
    After Sensory Deprivation class, I had two and a half hours until Maps class. 
 
    I decided to contact Apple. I sent her a text: hey, apple. r u at the clubhouse? wanna have lunch 2gether there? i could pick up sandwiches from the cafeteria in my house on the way over. 
 
    Apple answered me right away: sure. that would be gr8. 
 
    I felt relieved. I wanted to take a break from main campus, somewhere peaceful, and I needed to hang out with a friend. I texted back: b right over. 
 
    Apple replied with a series of hand-clapping emojis. 
 
    I ran back to my room to drop off my wet bathing suit and towel and to grab my maps project and textbook, then went downstairs to the cafeteria. I grabbed two Italian hoagies, two bags of potato chips, two oranges and two Diet Cokes, then headed off to Apple’s. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the woods on my way there, I knew I’d made the right decision. Kai had told me about something she’d read in her information on Japan called forest bathing. Apparently, the Japanese consider spending time in nature so beneficial to health, they think of being in the forest as bathing in its atmosphere. It certainly felt that way to me. The tension and fear of spending time with vampires in virtual space—which seemed a harbinger of things to come later that year in Romania—started melting away, like dirt sloughing off the skin and muscles giving up their tightness in a tub filled with warm water and bubbles. I enjoyed the sensation of cool breezes blowing against my face and dancing through my hair. I breathed in deeply the perfect perfume scent: a combination of evergreen trees, flowers and ocean air. I delighted in the way sunlight streamed through the canopy into the forest, forming pools of dancing light on the dirt path and bushes, and the way birds performed a chorus of song. 
 
    By the time I reached Apple’s, I was ready to do what I needed next: to simply enjoy spending time with a friend. 
 
    I gazed at the plaque above the blue arch-shaped door announcing The Castle by the Sea in scrolled letters. Then I let myself in. 
 
    There was a lot of activity there, much more than I had expected. It made me happy to see so many students enjoying the building. A group of students were holding a meeting in the living room off to the right. A girl with green hair and a pleated plaid skirt opened the door to the upstairs bathroom. Bounding down the stairs, she said, “Hi!” as she brushed past me to join the meeting. 
 
    The main room at the end of the hallway was bustling with activity. A group of students were sitting at one of the large tables, eating lunch and chatting. Another group was cooking in the kitchen, steam rising from one of the pots on the stove. Students were sitting in comfortable chairs, reading. Several students were sitting on the couch, playing a board game. 
 
    I headed down to the basement on the new set of wooden stairs. 
 
    All the basement bedrooms were now occupied by students living in them. Every door held a sign with the name of a student. Apple had added a sign with her name on it above the artistic rendition of her name: the small painting of the selkie woman, top half human and bottom half still in seal form, holding an apple in her hand. I guess she must have figured she’d meet her neighbors a lot more quickly if they didn’t have to decipher artistic clues to figure out what to call her. 
 
    Holding the bagged lunches in one hand, I knocked with the other. 
 
    “Just a minute.” Opening the door, Apple gave me a huge smile. “Come on in. I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    “Same here!” I handed Apple one of the bags. “Where would you like to eat?” 
 
    Apple plunked herself down on her bed. “How ’bout right here?” Pointing to her desk, she added, “Or feel free to clear a spot over there.” 
 
    Concerned I’d spill something on Apple’s gorgeous quilt, I chose the desk. 
 
    As we unpacked our lunches and started to eat, I looked around Apple’s room. It looked great. Her walls had been painted the color of the Caribbean Sea: gorgeous blue with a hint of green. Combined with the blue quilt decorated with colorful fish, you were definitely reminded of the ocean. The ocean photographs and the painting on the wall of selkies swimming beneath the sea added nicely to the overall theme. 
 
    Apple’s desk was large and had shelves above it filled with books. 
 
    I told Apple a few things about some of the classes I had that semester and asked what she was taking. 
 
    The wide selection of courses at Ocean View is fascinating. Every magical group has to be trained in the type of magic they’ll be practicing after graduation. 
 
    Apple raised her pointer finger, signaling that I should wait until she finished chewing the bite she’d just taken of her hoagie. 
 
    I took a bite to join her. Delicious! I followed it with a swig of Diet Coke. 
 
    As soon as Apple could talk, she pointed to her desk. “Check out my schedule. It’s right over there on top of the stack of books to your right.” 
 
    I grabbed the schedule and took a look at it. “This is so cool, Apple! Your classes are so different than mine and they all sound fascinating.” 
 
    Apple looked concerned. “You don’t like your classes this term?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Oh, no, nothing like that. They’re actually really interesting. I even like my homework assignments so far…well, except for the quiz I had second day of class.” I laughed. “It just amazes me how many fascinating courses there are at Ocean View for each different group of magically gifted students.” I brought up my courses on my cell phone and handed it to Apple. “Here, look. Here’s my course list for this semester.” 
 
    While Apple looked over my schedule, I read hers again. 
 
      
 
    Student: Apple Woods 
 
    Major: Selkie Magick 
 
      
 
    Schedule: First Semester, Junior Year 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Destructive Myths about Selkies and How to Overcome Them (Selkie Magick) 
 
    1:00 PM: Swimming (P.E. class) 
 
    3:00 PM: Summoning and Controlling Weather (Selkie Magick) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Introduction to Rehabilitative Selkie Medicine (Selkie Magick/Biology) 
 
    3:00 PM: Transitioning Between Selkie and Human (Selkie Magick) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Destructive Myths about Selkies and How to Overcome Them (Selkie Magick) 
 
    1:00 PM: Swimming (P.E. class) 
 
    3:00 PM: Summoning and Controlling Weather (Selkie Magick) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Introduction to Rehabilitative Selkie Medicine (Selkie Magick/Biology) 
 
    3:00 PM: Transitioning Between Selkie and Human (Selkie Magick) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Destructive Myths about Selkies and How to Overcome Them (Selkie Magick) 
 
    1:00 PM: Swimming (P.E. class) 
 
    3:00 PM: Summoning and Controlling Weather (Selkie Magick) 
 
      
 
    I looked up at Apple. “Your classes sound great. We should share information about our classes with each other this semester. Yours are so different than mine. Will you actually get to practice summoning and controlling the weather?” 
 
    Smiling proudly, Apple tossed her satiny red hair over her shoulder. “Yes, of course. It’s part of what selkies are able to do. That’s not going to be my specialty, though. See the class on rehabilitative medicine? I think that’s what I want to do after graduation: go to selkie medical school and get a job afterwards at the hospital where I had my surgery here at Ocean View.” 
 
    That made so much sense. “That sounds great, Apple. Are you looking forward to going to Bali next semester?” 
 
    Apple took another bite of hoagie. She looked out the window while chewing. It was obviously her way of taking a minute or two before answering. She took a sip of Diet Coke and said, “Yeah. I’m scared, though. I don’t feel completely back to normal yet and a lot will be expected of us in Bali.” 
 
    That surprised me. “You aren’t completely healed?” 
 
    Apple shook her head. “Physically, I’m completely healed. Mentally and emotionally, I sometimes become paralyzed with fear. It’s PTSD, I’m sure; but I don’t know if I can ever overcome it. I had my selkie skin set on fire by a bunch of punks at our school. Undergoing surgery and reprogramming of my brain to make Mrs. Crawford’s selkie skin my own was a brutal experience. It was an incredible gift, so I don’t like to complain and I’m thrilled to be able to once again swim in the ocean as a selkie; but I don’t like taking risks or going through too much change right now.” 
 
    I felt my own PTSD crawl up my neck and bite. I was terrified of the creatures I might find in Romania. Part of me no longer wanted to go. “I know exactly what you mean, Apple. My childhood left me with a bunch of emotional scars and PTSD that comes and goes.” 
 
    I suddenly had an idea. Annie had been through an awful ordeal after she was kidnapped. She had suffered through a serious mental breakdown and also developed PTSD. Maybe she could speak to Apple. I didn’t want to push Annie to talk about it, though, if that was going to cause her to relapse. I thought maybe I could have Annie talk to Apple and have Kai present at the same time to heal them both. I decided to check with Annie first, and Kai next if Annie agreed, before saying anything to Apple. I added, “I can certainly understand not wanting to leave your comfort zone. To be honest, I’m not entirely comfortable about going to Romania.” 
 
    Looking down at my cell phone, Apple changed the subject. “So, what’s your Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers class like?” 
 
    That certainly changed the subject. “Oh my goodness, Apple, on the very first day of class, the professor turned a guy into a frog!” 
 
    I don’t think that helped Apple feel more calm. Her entire face tightened. “What? No way! A professor turned a student into a frog?” 
 
    I laughed, trying to turn what sounded rather frightening into a funny story. “I’m sure he wasn’t a student. I’m sure he was a shill. Plus she turned him back into a person again.” 
 
    Apple laughed, hesitantly. Placing an open hand on her chest, she commented, “OK. Well, then. That’s much better.” 
 
    I’m not sure what came over us, but we both got the giggles. I think it must have been triggered by one more realization of just how weird Ocean View could be. 
 
    Apple handed my phone back to me and I put her schedule back on top of her books. That was enough discussion about classes for the moment. 
 
    We finished our lunch mostly talking about the fantastic renovations of the building we were in and fun stuff that had happened on campus the past couple of years. When it was time for me to head out to class, I told Apple how great it was to see her and gave her a big hug. I felt incredibly lucky to have her for a friend. 
 
    I enjoyed my walk through the woods on my way back to the main part of campus. Between seeing Apple and walking twice through nature that afternoon, I felt rejuvenated by the time I returned. 
 
    In Maps class, Dr. Wèi casually announced that he’d like all of us to share our projects. He seemed to have absolutely no understanding of how nerve-racking that could be to students like me. He was a professor, after all. He wanted to stand up in front of groups and teach things. That’s the career he’d chosen. I, on the other hand, did not want to do that. Dr. Wèi always looked so zen. With his white hair and friendly brown eyes, he looked at peace with the world. I, however, was not at peace with the world and probably would never be. My heart and hands did their usual thing. My heart started racing. My hands started sweating and trembling a bit. 
 
    Dr. Wèi looked over the class and smiled. “Soooo, who wants to go first?” 
 
    A tall black girl with curly hair streaked blue and silver, a silver ring through her right eyebrow and perfectly applied makeup raised her hand. 
 
    Dr. Wèi pointed to her. “OK, over there. Come on up.” He smiled. “Tell us your name and magical group and then proceed with presenting your project.” 
 
    After making her way to the front of the room, the first volunteer introduced herself. She was wearing a pair of denim overalls with a bright purple long-sleeve stretchy shirt underneath. Running her hand through her hair, she smiled at all of us. She had the mannerisms of someone who, although they were feeling nervous, had experienced enough success in life that she was actually happy to be up in front of our group. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Makayla Reeves. I’m half-faerie, half-mermaid.” She looked upward as though searching for words, then looked back at the class and laughed somewhat anxiously. “I know, right? Those two groups don’t get together too often. Well, that’s what my project’s about. Our assignment was to come up with an idea for a virtual world that bypasses harmful border restrictions in the real world. My idea is to introduce more of the Ocean View community to two of its groups that are mostly hidden from view: the faerie group and the merpeople group. It’s interesting to me that here at Ocean View, those two groups occupy polar opposite status. Faeries are revered, while merpeople have traditionally been so hated, they’ve only recently been admitted to this college. 
 
    “Our assignment got me thinking about how the Internet has broken down barriers within the human world. The Millennial generation and the generation that came after them got so used to chatting online with people from all over the world, it broke down barriers and prejudice. They didn’t have the same hang-ups and misconceptions about nations and cultures different from their own that older generations tended to have. They’re much more respectful of terms used to describe people. They let other groups tell them how they want to be addressed and described and they religiously follow through on the information they receive. 
 
    “So, I thought: what if we developed an online community here at Ocean View where faeries and merpeople could communicate and get to know each other? From there, we could expand this online community to all the students at Ocean View, and then beyond Ocean View to magical people throughout the world.” 
 
    Asking Dr. Wèi if she could use the smart board, Makayla went back to her desk and grabbed a tablet computer. 
 
    Dr. Wèi, of course, said yes; then went about getting the smart board ready. 
 
    As Makayla tapped and slid things around on her tablet, she became lost in concentration. Finally, the smart board displayed her project. It was impressive. 
 
    Walking up to the smart board, she explained what we were looking at. It actually looked a lot like the online forums I’d set up in high school and here again at Ocean View. Her design was completely different, but it had the same functionality. 
 
    The background was pale pink. There was a gorgeous banner at the top. Mermaids were leaning against boulders in the ocean, speaking with faeries who were perched on top, their beautiful wings folded behind them. Overhead, a bright blue sky was filled with clouds and a flock of birds winging their way across it. The title beneath the gorgeous artwork said: Faerie-Merpeople Chat Rooms. It was interesting that the Faerie group came first. It could have been a matter of simply using alphabetical order, but my guess is Makayla knew her people well enough to know that faeries would never stand for playing second fiddle. If she was ever to get her project off the ground, she’d have to start by putting the faeries first. 
 
    Makayla used a pointer stick to show us individual features of her project. It looked great. There were individual “rooms” which were like the individual discussion threads in the forums I’d designed. Makayla said, “None of these chat rooms can ever be Faerie Only or Merpeople Only. That would be in the agreement that everyone has to accept when signing up for the Chat Rooms. Having Faerie Only or Merpeople Only rooms would only lead to paranoia and suspicion between the two groups, which is exactly what we’re trying to overcome.” Next, Makayla showed us emojis and stickers that could be used in the discussions. 
 
    She’d really gone to town in creating an elaborate project. I decided I’d ask if she’d like to join the newspaper club and also work on the forum. She’d be a wonderful asset to both. 
 
    Dr. Wèi was impressed with her project. “That was excellent, Makayla. Yours will be a tough act to follow. You created a truly useful project.” 
 
    After Makayla sat down, Dr. Wèi grinned at the class. “OK. Who’s next?” 
 
    Nervous laughter flitted around the classroom. 
 
    I thought about going next in order to get it over with, but my heart started pounding too hard and my hands started shaking at the mere thought, so I decided to wait. 
 
    The next person up was a good-looking Latino guy, short but muscular with wavy brown hair. 
 
    I was starting to suspect a pattern: good-looking people were most likely to have enough self-confidence to volunteer at the very beginning of the presentations. 
 
    I sighed and settled down more comfortably in my seat. 
 
    Like the first volunteer, the second introduced himself and then asked if he could use the smart board. Holding his laptop in his arms, he told us his name was Adrián González and he was a ghost whisperer. That caught my attention. I was curious what a fellow ghost whisperer had come up with for his project. 
 
    After setting his laptop on the professor’s desk, Adrián cast his project onto the smart board. I wasn’t immediately sure what I was looking at. 
 
    Before explaining his actual project, Adrián gave us an introduction that made a whole lot of sense to me. “I don’t know how many of you are ghost whisperers, or how many of you who aren’t ghost whisperers know exactly what our connection with spirits from the afterlife is like. It’s unpredictable and chaotic. Ghosts contact us when they need help resolving something from their lives on Earth before they can move farther on into the afterlife. We never know when we’re going to be contacted or by whom exactly or how serious their life issues were. We’re often contacted by people who were murdered because they can’t move on in their afterlife until their murderers are brought to justice. They lead us to clues until we report the details of the murder to the police. To people who don’t know how we do what we do, we often appear to be psychics. And, of course, really good psychics are actually ghost whisperers.” 
 
    Oh, wow, so I wasn’t the only ghost whisperer who got contacted to solve murders! I thought that was just me. I thought maybe I had some kind of curse or really bad luck or something. 
 
    He continued, “Unfortunately for us, our communication with ghosts doesn’t exactly go both ways. Spirits can contact us whenever they want, which can interfere with our life and sleep and drive us crazy at times.” He winked and gave a brief chuckle. “Here at Ocean View, we have help with that. Faeries designed bed curtains for us—special ones that wrap around canopy beds and block out the sounds of ghosts—so that we can sleep at night. I felt guilty about that at first, but it was pointed out to me that ghosts don’t need immediate help, even though many act like they do. Nothing they need rises to the level of a life-or-death emergency. They’re already dead and they have all eternity to resolve their problems.” 
 
    Oh my word, that’s exactly what Mrs. Hampton said at the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner at our house last year! 
 
    Adrián shifted his feet. “During the day, we also have help if we need it in the form of special drinks or little blue pills that block out the sounds of ghosts.” He grinned. “Everybody needs a break sometimes in order to protect their sanity.” 
 
    Glancing at the smart board, he started to get into the purpose behind his project. “Now, sometimes we’d like to get in contact with certain ghosts, but our communication with them doesn’t go both ways. Sometimes a specific ghost will give you a way to get in touch with them; but even then, they don’t always answer. I once worked on a case for a ghost named Michelle. She wanted me to protect her twin sister who was still alive from the guy who’d murdered her. The case was so important to her, she gave me a light-up bottle from a collection on the windowsill of her old bedroom. It was really beautiful: turquoise with a string of silver metal leaves wrapped around it. Rather than continuing to have it light up from LED lights, however, she had it only light up when she wanted to contact me. She also arranged for the bottle to be a communication device for me to reach her. She told me that if I placed the rose quartz crystal in it that was sitting on the windowsill next to her collection of bottles, she’d know I was trying to reach her. Well, that worked a lot of the time; but after I solved the murder and reported it to the police and her murderer was sent to prison, it rarely worked.” 
 
    I wanted to scream. Oh my God, that’s exactly how things were with Brandon and the necklace he gave me! My eyes filled with tears, taking me completely by surprise. I wiped them away with my sleeve, quickly, before anyone saw them. How the heck was I going to give my presentation anytime soon? I felt way too emotional. 
 
    Grabbing the pointer stick, Adrián stepped up to the smart board. “So, here’s what I came up with. Ghosts obviously haunt specific places. They make contact with the living. So far, no ghost has been able to explain to me what the afterlife’s like or exactly how it works.” 
 
    Oh, man, is that ever true! That’s exactly what Brandon and his grandmother told me, that ghosts don’t really understand how the afterlife works. Brandon’s grandmother compared it to life itself: that while we’re alive, none of us knows exactly how the entire world or all of life works. Truer words were never spoken. 
 
    Adrián pointed to a place on the smart board with the stick. “Human beings love computer games. I thought ghosts might, too. I’ve talked to several ghosts who died only recently, who played computer and video games when they were alive. They told me how much they missed them. One guy who played MMOs—that’s Massively Multiplayer Online role-playing games, for any of you who might be non-players—told me he really missed them and would play again in an instant if he could. So, that got me thinking. Maybe if someone designed an MMO where both living people and ghosts could play, we’d be able to reach them more easily.” 
 
    Adrián then explained the details of his game. It sounded like fun. He pointed out that the same way living humans enjoyed stepping into virtual online games as different characters, ghosts might like doing the same. Virtual worlds would put us all on equal footing. Virtual characters would have the same degree of aliveness for both the living and those who had passed on. Rather than flesh-and-blood people talking to ghostly people, we’d all be the same. He thought that might be especially attractive to ghosts, and even more so to ghosts who were mourning their physical selves and past lives. 
 
    I was incredibly excited about Adrián’s project. I decided I needed to talk to him as well as to Makayla. If Adrián actually went through with creating his project, I wanted in. I’d love to be part of a community where I could reach out to Brandon and his grandmother and have a chance that they’d reply. That would be awesome. Considering how much Brandon loved playing Angry Birds, this idea had real potential. 
 
    I hadn’t planned to go next, but somehow my hand shot up into the air when Dr. Wèi asked for the next volunteer. I’m not sure why I acted with such impulsivity. I think it’s because I felt if I went next, I could more easily talk to Adrián and Makayla. They’d know who I was and at least one thing I was interested in. 
 
    Dr. Wèi pointed at me. “OK, come on up and show us what you’ve got.” Turns out I was the only volunteer, so it wasn’t like he had a choice. 
 
    I made my way to the front of the room carrying my laptop and the folder with my designs. I felt really nervous and like I’d betrayed myself by volunteering. I tried to focus my thoughts. I kept repeating in my head like a mantra: If you get to be part of Adrián’s project, you may be able to contact Brandon and his grandmother and that would be incredibly helpful in Romania. Not that I thought a project like that could be created by next semester, but the idea fortified me in getting my butt up to the front of the classroom. 
 
    Like the others, I asked if I could use the smart board. Dr. Wèi said, “Yes, of course,” and reminded me to introduce myself. 
 
    I felt heat turning my face red with embarrassment. I’d forgotten I was supposed to introduce myself. To turn away from the class for a moment, I set my laptop on the desk. When I turned back around, clutching my folder of drawings in order to keep my hands still, I acted like I felt totally in control. “Hi, everyone. My name’s Galactic Shade Griffin. You might know my name from the byline I use on articles I write for the Ocean View newspaper. That’s my full name. Everywhere else, I just go by Shade. I’m a ghost whisperer.” 
 
    Dr. Wèi said, “Yes, I think a lot of us know who you are. You did some really great work on The Castle by the Sea last year. OK, show us what you’ve got.” 
 
    At that moment, I once again felt suspended in between two worlds. This time, I had one foot in the past where I felt incredibly insecure and where I always felt like a loser. My other foot was moving continuously into the future where people respected me and knew who I was. It felt like imposter syndrome. OK, I could work with that. Fake it ‘til you make it. 
 
    Tapping keys on my laptop, I brought up screenshots of the drawings in my folder. I’m so glad I thought to make digital copies. That was the only way the class would be able to see the artwork without me passing around sheets of paper for one person at a time to take a look. 
 
    I grabbed the pointer stick and leaned against it, kind of like using a cane for support, while I explained my project. “I got the idea for my project while I was reading Chapter 3 in our textbook, The Kelpies and Their Limited Land, as part of our homework assignment. It struck me as odd that kelpies are confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland and the Blue Men of the Minch or storm kelpies are confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland.” 
 
    I decided that if most people in the class already knew who I was—something that felt really strange, by the way—I should talk openly and honestly about how my interest in the kelpies tied into the work I’d done last year on finding ways to make the merpeople more equal to the faeries. I knew I’d have to tread lightly and be diplomatic so as not to raise the ire of any faeries in the room or anyone else who simply didn’t agree with what we’d done. I also needed to be sensitive to the feelings of any merpeople who might be in the class. 
 
    I absentmindedly lifted the pointer stick to hold it with both hands while concentrating on what I needed to say. 
 
    “When we found the merpeople remains in The Castle by the Sea, a very old building owned by Ocean View College, last year, it opened my eyes to how marginalized merpeople had been. Getting that building renovated and turned into the fantastic clubhouse with rooms for merpeople that it is now was an awesome experience. 
 
    “So, that was my personal experience with a bad situation left over from the era of the War Between Land and Sea. It got me to thinking: Maybe that’s what’s going on with the kelpies being confined to such a small part of the Earth. Maybe they’re a forgotten people still forced to live by old rules and old customs. 
 
    “My project would involve contacting the kelpies to see if they want to be part of the larger world. If they do, I thought they could start by reaching out to sailors and other people on boats by sending messages to the electronic equipment on ships passing by in the nearby oceans.” 
 
    I brought up the map I’d drawn of Scotland. Using the pointer stick, I indicated the location of several lochs and showed how Scotland is bordered on the West by the Atlantic Ocean and on the East by the North Sea. “The kelpies might even be able to reach people on ships continuously passing by in the nearby oceans by tapping into their cell phones and computer games.” 
 
    I then showed a whole bunch of drawings I’d created of computer and cell phone screens where messages from the kelpies appeared. For several, I’d drawn fictional computer games with messages popping up. 
 
    When I was done, I grabbed my laptop and folder and returned to my seat. 
 
    Dr. Wèi clapped his hands together. He looked at the clock on the wall behind him, then turned back to us. “Well, those were three really thought-provoking projects. Well done.” He smiled and chuckled. “For the rest of you, a rather high bar has been set. If your projects need more work, you have time to tweak them. Unfortunately, we’ve run out of time for today. Next class, we’ll see more of your projects.” 
 
    The classroom got noisy then, from students gathering up their stuff and starting to talk with each other. 
 
    I already had everything ready to go, so I stepped outside the classroom and waited by the door. When Makayla came out, I approached her. “Hi, Makayla. I loved your project. Have you seen Ocean View’s forum that the newspaper club set up?” 
 
    Makayla gave me a big smile. “Oh, yes. I love it. I’m on there all the time.” 
 
    I didn’t realize how tense I’d been until I suddenly relaxed. Things weren’t going half as awkwardly as I’d thought they might. “Awesome! That’s fantastic! Well, I wanted to ask if you’d consider joining the newspaper club. Your project, even though it was a fictional one for our homework assignment, would be perfect for the forum.” 
 
    Makayla stopped walking and clutched her laptop more tightly. Did she feel insecure? Or was that just a more comfortable way of standing? “Really? Do you think so? I’d love to join. I never thought of myself as a journalist kind of person, but I’d be totally interested in working on the forum or something.” 
 
    I felt elated. “Great. We have our meetings every Wednesday night at 7:00 PM. We hold them at The Castle by the Sea. That building’s awesome now, a really great place for meetings.” 
 
    Makayla smiled. “Great! I’ll be there.” As she headed off in a different direction, she turned and gave me a quick wave. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    We had a great turnout for our first newspaper club meeting of the year. There were easily forty or fifty people in attendance. It felt good that I knew quite a few of the members this year, including Natalie, my roommate from last year, who was still President. 
 
    After people had assembled in the large main room of The Castle by the Sea, Natalie called the meeting to order. She looked amazing, as always. She was wearing a white skirt suit with a turquoise turtleneck sweater and black heels. Her long dark hair had been swept up into a ponytail, revealing silver earrings with dangling strands made from silver, crystals and turquoise stones. Her eyelids had a hint of turquoise eye shadow; her lips, a hint of pink gloss and her fingernails had been painted turquoise. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she had a fashion designer dress her for the meeting. However, that talent for fashion was all her own. “Hello, everyone. I’m Natalie Zamora, President of the Ocean View Newspaper Club. I see a lot of old faces here and I also see a lot of new faces. I’m delighted that our club has grown so much in the past couple of years. Welcome to all our newcomers. If you look around, you can see some of what we accomplished last year. For anyone who isn’t aware of what this building used to be, please take a look at the exposé we published last year. That will give you some idea of how seriously we take journalism. Although we enjoy what we do, this club isn’t about fun get-togethers. It’s about making a difference in the world. We also helped solve the mystery of local kids who had gone missing last year, both through our newspaper and through our forum. For more details, check out the exposé we published about it. This year, we hope to continue our tradition of poking our noses into places many people feel we shouldn’t, in order to expose corruption and injustice. Of course, we’ll also publish lighter articles if they’re interesting and provide something of value to the Ocean View community. Those articles can be pure entertainment, as long as they’re high quality. Same for artwork: it can be either journalistic or entertaining, but it has to be good.” 
 
    Natalie cleared her throat and looked around the room. “Shade, where are you?” 
 
    I’d been daydreaming, thinking about what we’d originally found in the building where we were currently holding our meeting and about the missing kids and the way the faeries had temporarily replaced them with changelings. I thought I’d heard my name, but I wasn’t sure. The last thing I wanted to do was raise my hand and look like a jerk if no one had asked for me. I sat very still and paid attention. 
 
    Natalie continued looking around the room. “Shade, are you here tonight?” 
 
    Damn. Natalie had done the exact same thing last year: called on me at the very first meeting of the school year without any prior warning, then asked me to introduce myself. 
 
    I was totally unprepared. I’d dressed with the polar opposite fashion sense as Natalie…although, truth be told, that was kinda my thing. I like to look decent, but I don’t put a lot of time into it. I’d put on one of my most comfortable outfits: denim jumpsuit overalls that had flowers sewn into the legs and a stretchy long-sleeve yellow shirt. I’d added some jewelry: a stretchy beaded bracelet and a silver necklace that had an enameled daisy hanging from it. 
 
    At that moment, I felt more like a farmer than a journalist. I certainly wasn’t dressed for a business meeting. 
 
    I raised my hand and forced a smile. “Here!” 
 
    Natalie smiled back. “Awesome! I figured you’d be here. Shade, why don’t you come up here and explain something about the Ocean View Forum?” 
 
    Why don’t I? I’d love to explain why don’t I, but that wasn’t really an option. I stood up, walked to the front of the room and introduced myself. “Hi, everyone! I know many of you. For those of you who don’t know me, my full name and my byline for the newspaper is Galactic Shade Griffin. Everywhere else, I go by Shade.” Then I explained the forum, how it works and how it helped in finding the missing children last year. I also explained how the forum was a great place for all kinds of discussions, including sensitive topics, and how students could sign up with either their real name or a made-up username. Mentioning how we used incredible artwork to draw attention to the forum, I realized I should give credit to Inari who had created such mesmerizing artwork last year through her combination of incredible artistic talent and witchcraft. I felt torn. I didn’t want to embarrass Inari like Natalie had embarrassed me, but I felt Inari deserved credit. I finally went with: “Is Inari Holt here?” 
 
    A hand shot up into the air. It was Inari. She’d changed her hairstyle. Instead of the spiky black hair she had last year, she now had bright red hair pulled up into a very short ponytail. She still had a nose ring and she was still wearing heavy eye shadow. She was wearing a short black dress with black leather boots. 
 
    I smiled at Inari. She didn’t smile back. “Inari, would you please stand up.” 
 
    Inari stood and waited for me to continue. 
 
    “Inari is the very talented artist who created the artwork for our forum last year. I’m hoping she’ll continue to create artwork again this year.” 
 
    Inari was just as enthusiastic about working on the forum as when I’d first met her. “Yes, definitely! I’ve already worked up some sketches for September.” 
 
    “Great! Thanks so much!” 
 
    Next, Natalie had the Secretary read the minutes from the last meeting of the previous year. After that, she asked people to raise their hands with ideas for stories. 
 
    At that moment, I realized something about my personal limitations that school year. I wanted to dive into a serious investigation of some issue that had the potential to turn into an important news story. I wanted to start doing more research into the kelpies and whether or not they might have any connections with staff or students at Ocean View. I wanted to start by interviewing merpeople and selkies at Ocean View, to see if they’d ever come across any kelpies in their travels under the sea. I realized, however, that stories like that could take an entire school year to turn up any real information. I only had four months…actually, slightly less than that…until winter break, which would be immediately followed by my hopping on a plane to go to Romania for the entire rest of the school year. 
 
    A number of students raised their hands. They had all kinds of ideas ranging from entertainment to hard-hitting journalism. By the end of the meeting, Natalie had accepted the following ideas for our first edition of the year: a two-page spread for an anime comic developed by a new member of the club, a story about The Castle by the Sea with photographs of the newly renovated building, a story about the merpeople who were now members of the Ocean View College community, an article about the new professors on campus, an article about the catacombs and an article about the best beach locations for swimming. I came up with topics I could cover throughout the first semester and Natalie accepted them as well: Ocean View’s foreign exchange and graduate school programs, as well as the medical school that Ocean view was affiliated with. Those were things I’d wanted to look into, anyway. 
 
    At the end of the meeting, Natalie announced there would be an election next meeting. “We normally hold those at the end of each school year, but we were juggling too many important stories at the end of last year. I’ll email everyone the names of those who are running for office, along with information about them that they sent to me. Look it over and be ready to vote next Wednesday. We’ll meet here 7:00 PM sharp.” 
 
    Before leaving the room, I introduced Makayla to Inari. I told Inari how thrilled I was to have her on board for creating the forum’s artwork again this year. I asked Makayla if she’d work with me on coming up with some new discussion topics for the forum. They were both enthusiastic about being part of the club. Inari said she’d email me her artwork sketches for September. Makayla and I made plans to meet later in the week. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    I buckled down the day after the newspaper club meeting to work on the stories I’d committed to. I wrote a piece about the Romania Foreign Exchange program. That didn’t take long, as I wrote about what I’d experienced so far. Then I started researching Ocean View’s graduate school program and the medical school where Ocean View students could apply. They both looked fantastic. The subjects looked fascinating. The medical school was located on its own chain of islands. I’d never seen them on any map before. I figured it must be like Ocean View: completely hidden from view by a spell that also diverted airplanes and boats in such a way that no one ever crashed into the islands or caught a glimpse of them by mistake. 
 
    As I was studying the various medical school programs on the different islands, I discovered that each island had its own specialty according to the magical groups their doctors would be treating. There were vast building complexes on each island that included a hospital as well as administrative and classroom buildings. There was an entire island devoted to selkies! I wondered if that was where Apple planned to apply to medical school. I decided to send her a text: i’m researching ocean view’s graduate school programs and the medical school where ocean view students can apply for a newspaper article I’m writing. i found the medical school program for selkies. is that where you’ll be applying? 
 
    Apple answered: yup. i found out about it from my advisor. 
 
    I found that amazing. Another part of the world I’d had no idea existed before. I replied: sweet! it looks awesome! 
 
    Apple texted back: thanks! if i get accepted, promise you’ll visit me there. 
 
    I stared at my phone for a few seconds. I’d moved around a bunch growing up, but I’d always ended up in a similar environment: a small town where I got bullied by the mean kids but managed to make some close friends. Then I got a scholarship to Ocean View College for the magically gifted and, mind blown, I saw a whole new part of the world I’d never known existed before. Now, the world was expanding even further. Part of me wanted to cling to the old maps, the ones that showed only the places I already knew. As far as everything else, it felt like: Here be dragons. I glanced at photos of the island where the selkie medical school was located. It was gorgeous: white sand beaches and clear turquoise water. It was probably a wonderful place where Apple would feel totally at home. Here be selkies, nothing more. I texted back: i’d love to visit. that place looks gorgeous! you better get accepted or i’ll be disappointed! I added a wink emoji. Apple replied: sure. no pressure. and added a laughter emoji. 
 
    While I was texting with Apple, an email came in from Inari. 
 
      
 
    Hi, Shade, 
 
      
 
    I finished the artwork for the September forum. You want to take a look, see what you think? 
 
      
 
    Thanks,
Inari 
 
      
 
    Holy camole. She’d hit it out of the park once again. The banner at the top of the page was a painting she’d made of The Castle by the Sea with the words: New School Year, New Beginnings. Along the bottom of the page, merpeople and selkies swam in the ocean. Along the sides of the page, faeries and witches flew up from the ocean to the building at the top of the page. Beyond the gorgeous artwork in Inari’s creation were, once again, the intense feelings that it aroused, many of them unconscious. I felt delighted with the building, but also haunted by all the dead bodies I’d seen inside it. I relived all the intense feelings of shock and disgust, fury and disillusionment I’d felt back then. I recoiled from the fear I’d felt at being arrested the day after the mattresses had been set on fire. All this while feeling elation over the renovated building surrounded by green grass and flower gardens where Apple could now live in peace. 
 
    I immediately approved the artwork and told Inari to put it up on the forum. 
 
    Deciding I’d done enough work on the newspaper for now, I cracked open Famous Ghosts that Walk the Grounds of Ocean View College, one of the books I’d picked up at the bookstore the previous year. I got excited about an idea for a new series I could write for the newspaper, one that would be a little more exciting than a report on graduate and medical schools. Even though I was interested in that, I doubted most students in the middle of their first semester would be fascinated by stories about places where they could do future schoolwork. I decided I’d try to interview ghosts for the newspaper. I wondered if I could take their photos. Supposedly, you couldn’t photograph vampires or see them in mirrors. A shiver went up my spine at the thought. However, Dr. Stanton’s page on the Homework Site included a photo of her co-teacher, Mrs. Hampton, in her ghostly form. I just wasn’t sure if a special camera had to be used to capture that image. 
 
    I looked through the chapter headings of the book. There were the ghosts who tended to haunt the catacombs. I’d met several of them. There was Astrid, the ghost who lived within the tree outside my sophomore-year room. There was an entire chapter titled Ocean View’s Friendliest, Most Approachable Ghosts. I decided to start with them. Maybe they’d like being interviewed. Maybe they’d like their moment in the sun, if they happened to care about any of that after passing on from the living world where things like fame mattered. 
 
    After dinner, I decided I’d try to find one of the ghosts who sounded interesting. Dr. Mairead Moore. Ghost whisperer. Irish heritage. She’d been a professor at Ocean View College for twenty years, from 1962 to 1982. That meant she’d taught at Ocean View when Mrs. Hampton was a student, since Mrs. Hampton had graduated in 1964. She also would have been there when ghost food was invented in 1978. She’d died from ovarian cancer in 1983, which meant she’d died before the first Day of the Dead Homecoming in 1985. I looked at some of the classes she’d taught. One was Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation. I decided I needed to talk to her. Her usual haunt was a section of forest a short distance from the entrance to the section of catacombs for ghost whisperers. That made sense, I guess. 
 
    I had a few hours until sunset, but decided I’d bring a lantern powered by batteries, just in case the forest got dark before I was ready to leave. I made sure my cell phone was charged and set an alarm for half an hour before sunset to give myself enough time to get out of the forest before dark. I set the alarm on vibrate, so as not to frighten away Dr. Moore if I managed to find her and engage her in conversation. 
 
    I felt happy on my way across campus to the sequoia tree forest. I had projects and things I wanted to accomplish before leaving for Romania now. I also had homework. All of that would keep my mind occupied and hopefully keep my fears about the monsters of Romania at bay. 
 
    Stepping into the forest increased my feelings of calm. Funny how tracking down a ghost in a forest next to a catacomb would have scared the living delights out of me before. Now, it brought me a sense of peace. Ghosts could be friendly and even grandmotherly, like Mrs. Hampton. They were just people who had passed on. I actually had a lot more in common with Dr. Moore than I did with a lot of living people, since she’d been a ghost whisperer. 
 
    I concentrated on all the things that made me feel wonderful in the forest of sequoia trees. The soft carpet of fallen needles under my feet. The singing of birds. The combined scent of wood bark and evergreen. The sunlight pouring down through openings in the canopy above me. 
 
    I located the place where Dr. Moore could usually be found. There were three portal dolmens of the type that can be found in Ireland. Each one was constructed from three large stones turned upright like pillars to support a large flat rock on top. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to approach the challenge of getting Dr. Moore to appear to me. I walked around, looking for her. I called her name several times. I tried whispering her name and singing her name. I peered into the space inside her dolmen. Nothing. 
 
    I decided to lie down on the thick grass surrounding the portal. I guess I was tired because I fell asleep. 
 
    I startled awake, not remembering for a few seconds where I was. When I did remember, I panicked that it might be close to sunset. I checked my cell phone, but it turned out I’d only been asleep for fifteen minutes. Everything was fine. 
 
    Rolling over and glancing at the dolmen, I noticed a light flickering inside, as though someone had lit a campfire. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do. I felt incredibly frightened. I’d come here in search of a ghost, but it was entirely possible a serial killer was camping out in the woods. 
 
    I lay completely still, trying not to make a sound while I decided what to do. 
 
    At that moment, fog drifted out from inside the rock structure, taking the shape of a woman with sparkling green eyes as she reached me. “Did you call me?” 
 
    I ventured a question. “Dr. Moore?” 
 
    She became clearer, less foggy. “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    I decided to talk to her as though she were just a living person, rather than a ghost. I tried not to be intimidated. “Hi. My name’s Shade. I’m a student at Ocean View College, a ghost whisperer. I write for the school newspaper. I thought I’d write a series of interviews with ghosts. I’d love to interview you. Do you know you’re one of the people included in the chapter, Ocean View’s Friendliest, Most Approachable Ghosts, in a book sold in the bookstore, Famous Ghosts that Walk the Grounds of Ocean View College?” 
 
    Her form filled in with color. She had flowing red hair that was either blowing in the wind or made to look that way by some kind of ghostly trick. It looked awesome, in the same way models look when photographers use fans to simulate wind blowing through their hair. She had a fair complexion, lots of freckles and, as I mentioned, sparkling green eyes. She looked around fifty years old, with slight wrinkles around her eyes and mouth. She was wearing a green velvet dress with bare feet. “Yes. I do know that I’m in that book. I pride myself on that, actually.” 
 
    Oh, good. Maybe she’d like to have a newspaper article written about her then! 
 
    “May I interview you for the paper?” 
 
    Sitting down on a nearby boulder, Dr. Moore pulled her knees up to her chest and wrapped the skirt of her dress around her legs. Hugging her knees, she said, “Sure. What would you like to know?” 
 
    Luckily, I’d thought up some questions I’d like to ask beforehand. I hadn’t made a formal list because somehow I thought I’d need to schedule an appointment, but I guess she had an infinite amount of time on her hands and could be interviewed at a moment’s notice. 
 
    I sat on a boulder directly across from Dr. Moore. “I have quite a few questions. May I take a photo of you?” 
 
    Dr. Moore looked surprised. “Do you have one of the college’s special cameras with you?” 
 
    “I guess that would be my first question. Do you need a special camera to photograph a ghost?” 
 
    Dr. Moore looked at me in the same way teachers look at students who never do their homework. It was close to withering, but not quite. “Why, of course. I mean…Here, let me show you.” She stepped off her boulder. Her skirt blew around her legs; her hair blew in the wind. She looked awesome. “Do you have your cell phone with you?” 
 
    She knew about cell phones. 
 
    “Well, do you?” 
 
    I must have stared a little too long, calculating the year she died and when cell phones were invented. I kept thinking of her as some kind of hermit ghost I’d encounter deep in the forest, rather than one of Ocean View’s friendliest, most approachable ghosts. Of course she knew about cell phones. Every living student and professor she encountered would have one. 
 
    “Oh, sure.” I pulled it out of my back pants pocket and handed it to her. 
 
    “No, no, I don’t want it. Snap my picture. I’ll show you what happens.” 
 
    “Oh, sure.” I got the cell phone ready, framing a nice shot of her. Sequoia trees in the background, wildflowers off to her side. “Cheese!” What an idiot. I couldn’t believe I’d said that to a ghost, or to a professor for that matter. 
 
    She really was a friendly, approachable ghost. She smiled beautifully. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Dr. Moore sat back down on the boulder, wrapping her skirt once more around her legs. “Take a look at the picture.” 
 
    I tapped the screen a few times until I got out of camera mode, into photographs and then into the photograph I’d just taken. There was nothing there but a blurry light across a dark background. “I’m sorry. I must have messed up. There’s nothing here but a blur.” 
 
    Dr. Moore laughed. “Yes, indeed. That’s how all photographs of ghosts turn out, unless you have one of the special cameras designed to take our picture. I just wanted to show you how that works. There are ghosts throughout the world. Think how weird it would be if they showed up in everyone’s photographs of people and scenery and other things. You can use one of the photos that Ocean View has on record for me, if you’d like. Now, what would you like to ask me?” 
 
    I put my cell phone back in my pocket. “I guess my first question is something I’ve been dying to know ever since I met a ghost who lived in the attic of a house I shared with my mother a few years back. After he helped me solve a crime, which allowed him to move on into the afterlife, it got harder and harder for me to reach him. I haven’t heard from him for a long time now. Yet, you seem able to stay in one location here and to be open to meeting with students. How were you able to manage that? And do you know why my friend’s so hard for me to reach?” 
 
    Dr. Moore gazed off into the distance. “I don’t know, exactly. I don’t understand the afterlife completely.” 
 
    For a moment, I’d had hope of locating Brandon. I felt crushed. 
 
    She continued, “All I know is that I died, then floated around in a kind of haze for a while, then found myself here. Once I ended up here, I knew that’s where I was meant to stay. I think you’ll find that’s true for a lot of us, meaning a lot of the ghosts, who live on campus. We all feel that we’ll get to stay here, at least for a very long time. Maybe we’re meant to be guides or something, I don’t know; but we all feel we have important roles here. We all get to help students who are training to make the world a better place.” 
 
    I smiled at that. I sure hoped I’d make the world a better place someday. “Did you know Mrs. Charlotte Hampton when she was a student at Ocean View?” 
 
    “No, dear, not back then. I know her now, though. She’s a wonderful person.” 
 
    I totally agreed with that. “Ghost food was invented at Ocean View in 1978 when you were a professor here. What can you tell me about that?” 
 
    Dr. Moore furrowed her eyebrows and looked away, as though searching through her memories. “Well…I don’t think it became particularly well-known among those who were alive at the time. There wasn’t any Day of the Dead Homecoming until 1985 and I died in 1983. I think celebrations like the homecoming dinner finally made the ghost food well-known on campus because it was a really big deal for ghosts to be able to much more fully participate in celebratory events when they could eat and drink along with their living companions. That was a game changer, for sure.” Her face became more animated. Looking at me intently, she pointed a finger at me. “Oh, here’s a scoop for you. Time is very strange and distorted after death. Like you, I was a ghost whisperer before I died. As students, we were under so much pressure to answer ghosts and solve their problems. We were taught to treat their problems practically the same as medical emergencies. Ghosts, however, don’t have the same type of time frame. I thought after death I’d floated around in a haze for only minutes, maybe hours. I thought maybe I’d just been in a coma during that time, still alive. However, I died in 1983 but only showed up here in 1987, four entire years after I died and two full years after the first Day of the Dead Homecoming. I was invited to attend, and I did; but it felt weird. Everything was so different.” Her face softened. “I gotta tell you the ghost food at that dinner was pure delight as well as pure comfort. It totally embodied the essence of comfort food. It was sheer delight to discover that I could still take part, even in such a limited way, with the real world.” 
 
    That was indeed a huge scoop. I asked several questions about the courses she taught while alive. Then I thanked her for her time. 
 
    She stepped off the boulder and smiled. “I’ve got nothing but time, dear. Stop back any time.” 
 
    As I was walking away, I turned around to take one more look at Dr. Moore. I caught a glimpse of her ducking into the dolmen structure she’d emerged from earlier. This was followed by the same campfire-type light dancing around the stone pillars. Moments later, the two other portal dolmens lit up the same way. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    The next few weeks were crazy busy. 
 
    I wrote up my interview with Dr. Moore. The administration gave me two photos I could use for her: one taken when she was a professor and one in her ghost form. I used both. In the photo taken when she was alive, her red hair had been swept up into a bun and she was wearing a navy blue suit with a white blouse. She’d applied red lipstick and pale green eye shadow and had large pearl earrings clipped onto her ears. Sadly, her ghost photo wasn’t in color. Instead of black-and-white, however, it was blue-and-white. It reminded me of the color of ghost food. 
 
    I researched whether or not there was a ghost living in the tree outside my window. Turned out there wasn’t. 
 
    I managed to interview Astrid, the ghost living in the tree outside my room last year, in time for the September issue of our newspaper. That was actually a fun interview. I focused on how she’d ended up choosing a tree to spend most of her time in. She said she’d always wanted a tree house when she was a kid. She’d died when she was only five-and-a-half years old. Her dad had told her he’d build her one when she was old enough to safely climb up and down. After she died, she ended up, like Dr. Moore, at Ocean View College. She realized she could set up residence anywhere she wanted, so she set up residence in a large tree close to students. “I get scared sometimes, so I wanted to be near people. That tree was perfect.” 
 
    While writing up the interviews with the ghosts, I thought a lot about Brandon and his grandmother. I took out the necklace from Brandon and clasped it around my desk lamp. I decided not to hang it over any of my bed posts this year, just in case the faerie curtains would block communication from Brandon. 
 
    I met with Makayla about adding discussion topics to the forum. She was great. Super motivated with a real interest in increasing communication between the faeries and the merpeople. We decided that rather than have faerie only or merpeople only or even faerie and merpeople only chat rooms or discussions because that could lead to paranoia and resentment on the part of those excluded, Makayla would post discussion topics related to the various magical groups on campus. She even agreed to monitor the discussions. I was so incredibly thankful for that. I honestly didn’t have time this semester because I had so much homework that included major projects, and next semester I wouldn’t be around to monitor anything. I’d be in Romania with more than enough on my plate. 
 
    At the next newspaper club meeting, officers were elected. All the officers from last year were running unopposed, so they retained their positions. That seemed a good thing at this point in time, since the club could use stability as it moved forward after all the upheaval on campus last year. 
 
    I looked into whether or not the team described in the section of my Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations textbook titled How Students Can Invite Ghost Family Members and Ghost Friends to Day of the Dead Homecoming and Other Celebrations at Ocean View College could contact Brandon and his family. I was told they had a long waiting list, but I could check back next semester if I’d like. Well, that wasn’t going to happen. I’d be in Romania. Maybe next year. 
 
    I managed to talk to Adrián González about his idea for an MMO game that both living humans and ghosts could play, but it seemed it was going to remain in the idea phase for quite some time. I told him to please contact me if he decided to make the game a reality. 
 
    I asked Apple if she’d ever come across kelpies in her travels through the ocean. She said she hadn’t, but she’d never been near Scotland. It dawned on me to ask Maeve O’Keefe, my suitemate from freshman year who was second generation Irish in the United States, since Ireland was close to Scotland and maybe her parents or grandparents had talked about them; but she said she’d never heard much about kelpies except that they existed. I was itching to write a series of newspaper articles about the kelpies and to investigate whether or not they were restricted to the small geographical area where they were known to live, but I didn’t have time to do that extensive an investigation before leaving for my foreign exchange program. 
 
    I felt incredibly frustrated. I felt that at the same time my life was about to open up to learning more about the world by going overseas, it was narrowing and constricting for the next few months. 
 
    I asked Annie if she’d be willing to talk to Apple about her journey recovering from trauma. Annie said, “Sure,” and Kai agreed to be there to help with healing. That all seemed to go well. After Annie and Apple shared heartbreaking stories about everything they’d been through, Kai held their hands and said some special words. Only time would tell if it helped Apple. I trusted that it would. 
 
    Time flew by. Before I knew it, Halloween had arrived. The campus was as magical as ever. Same as last year, spells had been cast to make the sky especially dark throughout the entire day and night. Stars and planets twinkled above us, while balls of fire floated throughout campus to provide light on the ground. Enchanted pumpkins smiled or grimaced and sometimes spoke as we walked past them. 
 
    Last year, I’d gone to a party in the catacombs that had turned into a nightmare. This year, I found out that upperclassmen could hand out candy to kids at a costume shop in town. Apparently, Ocean View held events like this in order to show a friendly face to the nearby community. That was fun. The kids looked so cute in their costumes and they were incredibly grateful for the candy. Well, except for one kid who called me a jerk because I didn’t have the large size candy bars. 
 
    The first week of November, Dr. Marinescu made an exciting but intimidating announcement in our Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers class. She said that we had learned enough to be able to cast simple spells. She gave each of us a little clay pot containing dirt and a pathetic-looking plant. Our homework assignment was to bring it back to life by the end of the semester. With an amused expression on her face, she added a caveat: “There will be no necromancy of any kind in this class. Those plants I just gave you aren’t actually dead, even though they look like it. They still have a lot of life in them. I found that when I give thriving plants to students and give them the assignment of making them bloom or making them grow taller or something, they wait until the last minute to get started. Your plants, on the other hand, are so close to death that if you don’t get started bringing them back to what looks like life, meaning having green stems and leaves and some blossoms, you’re going to fail miserably and get an F on your project.” That made me nervous. 
 
    I decided to stay on campus for Thanksgiving weekend. There was just too much to do before the end of the semester. Kai said she felt the same. We both agreed that winter break would be different, that it would be great to celebrate Christmas and hang out together at my house after first semester ended. 
 
    It took a couple of days for me to work up the courage to call my mom and tell her. She was OK with it, probably because she had Aunt Hazel living with her. I was glad about that. It took a lot of pressure off me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    By the time Thanksgiving weekend arrived, I was absolutely swamped with work. It was a good thing I’d decided to stay on campus. 
 
    The class with the most pressure was my witchcraft spells one. I’d expected it to be scary, and it certainly was the day Dr. Marinescu turned that guy into a frog. After that, however, it turned into one of my less intimidating classes, but one with a lot of time-consuming projects. 
 
    It turned out we weren’t going to learn any of the more powerful spells that those who’d been born witches or wizards could perform. We were simply going to learn something called green witchcraft. I got the impression that if you weren’t born a witch or wizard, you could no more perform their spells than you could swim with the tail of a merperson or grow the seal body of a selkie. At least that’s what the professor implied, but it was probably true. 
 
    Green witchcraft agreed with me, but it was a lot of work. Not only did we have to read chapters in our textbook, we’d also been assigned a few online articles as well as chapters in the following books: HedgeWitch: Spells, Crafts & Rituals For Natural Magick by Silver RavenWolf and The Witching Hour: Spells, Powders, Formulas, and Witchy Techniques that Work also by Silver RavenWolf, The Green Witch: Your Complete Guide to the Natural Magic of Herbs, Flowers, Essential Oils, and More by Arin Murphy-Hiscock and The House Witch: Your Complete Guide to Creating a Magical Space with Rituals and Spells for Hearth and Home also by Arin Murphy-Hiscock. *[See footnotes #2-5 at end of book.] 
 
    As I worked my way through the assigned reading over Thanksgiving break, I started to feel that perhaps I’d been a green witch all along. Green witches draw their strength and healing from the Earth. They draw their power from nature and harness that power to create spells. Our textbook suggested that we step into nature and see how we feel. I’d already done that a bazillion times since coming to Ocean View. Whenever I felt stressed, going down to the ocean to swim or simply walk along the beach brought me immediate relief. So did walking through any of the forests on campus. I’d felt that walking through a forest captured for me what the Japanese describe as forest bathing. Perhaps it was more than that. Perhaps I had the innate ability to become a green witch. 
 
    Like so much else at Ocean View, something that sounded magical was perhaps one-fourth magic and three-quarters hard work. Practice makes perfect and all that. 
 
    Take the plant we had to resurrect from the dead. It wasn’t actually dead. It was almost dead. Saving it meant getting in touch with nature to the point where we felt so much empathy toward that crispy plant, it was like we’d been put in charge of saving Baby Groot in Guardians of the Galaxy. The plants we’d been given were in really bad shape. Our textbook had remedies for that. The remedies were earth-based remedies, which were basically water, fertilizers that weren’t harmful to the environment, vitamins and minerals. No pesticides. Also, we were supposed to be in tune with the sun and moon cycles, administering the remedies during the best points in those cycles and placing our plant in the sun at the times of day that were best for it. Although we were given different types of plants, none of us were told what type we’d received. That put us at a huge disadvantage in researching how much sun or water it needed. We were supposed to intuit what our plants needed as we observed them and use our empathy to understand them and care about them. 
 
    It surprised me that I was actually able to do this. I constantly tried new things on my plant and observed how it responded. If something worked, I continued doing it. If something stalled its progress or made it look worse, I stopped doing that. 
 
    In addition to caring for our plant and doing all the assigned reading, we also had to complete three more projects by the end of the term. If we wanted extra credit, we could do two additional projects. I decided to do all of it. I wanted to get straight A’s in all my classes if at all possible. 
 
    The farther I got into the reading, the more excited I felt about the projects. Green witchcraft involves making a wide variety of things from the bounty of nature: dried herbs, teas and other infusions, essential oils, pomades and tinctures, soaps, herbal incense, candles, and a wide variety of food. 
 
    It was hard to narrow my projects down to just five, but I finally decided on the ones I wanted to do. 
 
    I decided to grow my own herbs and make incense from the herbs that agreed most with me. That was apparently the trick to unleashing whatever green witchcraft magic you were capable of: you had to choose things in nature that felt best to you. In other words, you should choose things that resonate with you and, therefore, resonate with your own innate magic. 
 
    Next, I’d make spell bags stuffed with things that provide a protection charm. These could be hung on the bed or in doorways or placed anywhere I desired. Those would be perfect for Romania. 
 
    I also decided to make a dream pillow, which is kind of like a spell bag that gets tucked underneath your regular pillow or placed somewhere near your bed. That would certainly come in handy. 
 
    The recipes for magical foods sounded heavenly. I was especially interested in the things you could make with flowers. I decided to try making lavender sugar and then using that in a cake recipe. 
 
    Last but not least, I decided to make candied flowers. 
 
    I also decided to try something on my own in addition to doing projects for class. I decided to make color elixirs. You were supposed to pour water into colored glass containers and leave them in sunlight or moonlight for specified amounts of time. Light passing through the colored glass gives the water the energy of the color. I wanted to try that. I could always use magical energy, especially toward the end of an exhausting semester. 
 
    The Saturday before Thanksgiving, I started worrying about where to buy the products I needed. Our textbook kept stressing that all products used for consumption or that would be breathed in, such as incense or candles, must be made entirely with non-toxic ingredients. That ruled out picking my own flowers or getting herbs or flowers from the local store, as I couldn’t be sure they weren’t free of pesticides and other contaminants. 
 
    I had an idea, although I knew I’d feel foolish about it if someone who was born a witch didn’t bother making concoctions to create spells. It was worth a shot, though. I didn’t want to fail my witchcraft class and I didn’t want to poison myself. I decided to call Dakota Dunn, Apple’s roommate and my suitemate during freshman year. She was a witch. I’d ask her if she knew of a place where I could buy safe ingredients. 
 
    I usually text before calling, but I wanted to make sure I got ahold of Dakota before break. I said Hi, then launched into my question. “I have a bunch of projects for my witchcraft class. It’s actually Introduction to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers, so it’s not particularly advanced. We’re learning some simple spells, like protection spells. One of my projects is to make incense from herbs; another is to make flower sugar using lavender petals. Our textbook emphasized that we have to use safe products, no pesticides and so on; but I have no idea where to find those. Do you ever buy things like that for any spells that you do?” 
 
    I held my breath waiting for Dakota’s answer, hoping I hadn’t offended her in any way. 
 
    Dakota sounded enthusiastic in her reply. “Oh, I sure do. Are you staying on campus for Thanksgiving break?” 
 
    I told her I was. 
 
    “Great. I get most of my magical supplies from Nicoleta Floarea, this awesome witch who lives in the forest at the edge of campus. She went to Ocean View as an undergrad and trained in Ocean View’s graduate school program for witches. I was planning to get supplies from her tomorrow. You want to go with me?” 
 
    “Yes, definitely. That would be great.” 
 
    “Can you be ready to go by noon?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” I’d make sure I was ready. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    When Carrie heard where I was planning to go the next day, she asked to go along. In her class with Dr. Marinescu, she had the same assignments and the same option to do extra-credit projects that I did. I texted Dakota to ask if that would be OK and she said: sure. 
 
    As we headed off to the witch’s place the next day, the weather was pleasant. Sunny, but cool, a bright blue sky filled with clouds. Reaching the edge of campus, we stepped into a forest like the one next to the ghost whisperers’ catacomb. Sequoia trees stretched up into the sky and blocked it from view with their branches. Dirt paths were carpeted with fallen needles from the giant trees. We saw beautiful birds flitting through the forest. They had brown feathers on their heads and the upper part of their bodies, various shades of blue on the rest. Dakota said they were pine jays. We saw a few monarch butterflies, beautiful with the orange, black and white patterns of their wings. Dakota said, “They must be stragglers. They’ve usually migrated through this area by now.” 
 
    Dakota seemed to know a lot about nature. I felt nature seeping into my own pores, wakening me to my own sense of magic. That indicated my potential for green witchcraft. It made me feel incredibly alive. 
 
    I turned to look at Dakota. She also seemed energized. Her blond hair fell to her shoulders and danced in the wind. Her eyes sparkled and her cheeks had a rosy tint. “So, I have a question.” 
 
    Dakota kept walking, but turned her head to look at me. “Yes?” 
 
    “You’re capable of some powerful magic. I remember you igniting flames with your hands.” I paused, remembering the time the pure-blood faeries had attacked Apple. I wasn’t sure how to bring that up in front of Carrie. Dakota had, after all, set the hair of one of the attacking faeries on fire. Summer finally grabbed Dakota’s arms and yelled at her to stop before she killed the other girl. I decided to leave out the worst details. “You summoned some incredible magic when you came to Apple’s rescue after the pure-blood faeries attacked her.” 
 
    Dakota stopped walking. 
 
    I decided I’d better hurry up and ask my question before she got the wrong idea about what I was trying to say. I didn’t want to sound like I was criticizing her. “So, my question is: If you have such powerful innate magic, why do you need to use herbs and flowers and the kinds of things I need to use in my class? I don’t have any witch powers at all; but apparently I can create simple spells like spells of protection, using things produced by the Earth.” 
 
    Resuming walking, Dakota looked down at the ground, as though using it as a blank slate to collect her thoughts. “Oh, that’s easy. Let me ask you some questions. Why do you eat fruits and vegetables?” 
 
    I had no idea what she was getting at. “To feel better.” 
 
    “Why do you sleep at night?” 
 
    “Again, to feel better.” 
 
    Dakota remained quiet, as though waiting for more. 
 
    “To function better.” 
 
    Dakota turned again to look at me. “Exactly. It’s like that. Getting in touch with nature and all that nature has to offer strengthens us, fortifies us. It renews and heals us, same as vitamins and minerals do, and we then have more power available to us in casting magical spells.” 
 
    Carrie joined in the conversation. “That makes so much sense. I have to tell you, I was absolutely delighted when I found out ghost whisperers would be learning witchcraft spells, although I have to admit I was disappointed when I found out how tame those spells would be.” 
 
    I chimed in. “Yeah, me, too.” 
 
    Standing still in the middle of the path, Dakota turned the palms of her hands upward toward the canopy of sequoia trees. Blue flames ignited within her outstretched palms, then danced along her hands to her fingertips, then back once again into her palms. She smiled, obviously pleased with herself. She was clearly showing off. 
 
    Carrie said, “Cool!” I said, “Awesome!” Dakota extinguished the flames, although I have no idea how she does that. They simply ignite when she wants them to ignite, then disappear when she wants them to stop burning. 
 
    Dakota pointed ahead. “We’re almost there. That’s Nicoleta’s place.” 
 
    There was a single house surrounded by giant sequoia trees. A path of flat stones formed a semi-circle leading up to the front door, which was made of dark wood. Smoke tumbled from a stone chimney. The house itself was made of matching stone. The house was a jumble of various sections, as though additions had been made over time. Each section had a slanted roof covered in multi-colored slate tiles. Several sections had chimneys that were currently not being used, as there was no smoke rising from them. Gardens overflowing with colorful flowers surrounded the house. 
 
    The front door had a black metal ring for its door knocker. We never got to use it, however. As soon as Dakota stepped on the stone directly in front of the door, a face appeared on its wooden surface. “Why, hello there! Come on in!” 
 
    Dakota knew her way around the building. Taking off her sweater, she placed it on one of the hooks attached to a long wooden shelf in the front hallway. “Nicoleta, where are you?” 
 
    A voice floated down the front hallway. “In the herb room!” 
 
    That sounded promising. One of the projects I’d chosen was growing my own herbs and making incense from them. Other projects like making the spell bags and dream pillow benefited greatly from herbs specially chosen to resonate with me and whatever magical powers I might have. 
 
    We followed Dakota down the hallway. The floor there was made from a mosaic of colorful stones; the walls were made from plaster and stones in various shades of brown. 
 
    We found Nicoleta in a large room at the end of the hallway. Both she and the room were delightful. 
 
    Nicoleta was an older woman, probably in her seventies. She had gray hair cut short and spiky. She was wearing a purple dress with hoop earrings and brightly patterned ankle-length boots. She didn’t have any makeup on. Her only wrinkles were smile lines around her eyes. When we entered the room, she extended her arms. “Welcome! Welcome! It’s so good to see you!” 
 
    Dakota walked over and gave her a warm hug. “It’s good to see you, too!” She then introduced Carrie and me. “These are two junior-year students, Shade and her roommate, Carrie. They’re both taking Dr. Marinescu’s Intro. to Witchcraft Spells for Ghost Whisperers class. They need to purchase items for their end-of-semester projects.” 
 
    Nicoleta smiled. Her entire face lit up; her brown eyes sparkled. “Sure. Sure. You can start here. This room is filled mostly with herbs, several types of flowers and different kinds of bark. You’ll also find some essential oils and glass containers here. Dakota can show you the other rooms as well as the orchard and gardens outside. I’ll be happy to answer any questions you might have.” 
 
    The room smelled wonderful. It was made of wood: wooden walls and a wooden ceiling with wide beams crisscrossing overhead. The floor was covered in slate, same as in the front hallway. A large chandelier featured black metal bears walking around a black metal ring. Baskets filled with herbs hung from the crossbeams. Additional herbs hung from racks throughout the room. Wooden shelves lined the walls. They were filled with glass containers holding essential oils and barks. One section contained empty glass bottles: some clear, others in a variety of colors. Clay pots filled with profusions of colorful flowers rested on the floor in front of the shelves. 
 
    I’d brought my textbook and a list of ingredients I’d drawn up from the other books and articles we’d been assigned. I pulled both out of my backpack, consulting them as I walked around the room investigating vials and bottles and jars, baskets and clay pots, all filled with magical things. I studied my own reactions to figure out what resonated the most with me. 
 
    The herbs smelled and looked so good, I decided I’d use some from here rather than grow my own. As I was inhaling the scents of fresh sage and dried sage, trying to decide if I wanted to go through the trouble of drying my own, Dakota came over. “Before you make your final selection, you might want to check out all the rooms as well as the gardens and orchard. Nicoleta has a huge selection of items.” 
 
    I’ll say. Truer words were never spoken. 
 
    The rooms were similar to each other in design. Wooden walls and ceilings. Beams crisscrossing overhead. Slate floors. However, each held a different type of collection. There were a lot of items. 
 
    I think my favorite room was the one containing ingredients for making candles and incense. It smelled heavenly in there. I thought at first I might replace one of my other projects with making a candle; but it turned out you needed a lot of equipment I didn’t have, so I stuck with the projects I’d already chosen, except for growing my own herbs. I was glad one of those projects was making incense. 
 
    I was mostly interested in making things that would embody protection spells or healing energy. Actually, that’s not completely honest. I only wanted to make things that contained protection spells and healing energy, in the hope they’d protect me if I was allowed to bring them to Romania. I chose all my ingredients accordingly. 
 
    I grabbed one of the shopping baskets piled up at the entrance to the room. I placed a number of things in it from the first room: cinnamon, verbena, sage, dried acorn, feverfew, blackthorn and marshmallow root, to name just a few. I added a few resins to be used in turning incense into sticks of incense: frankincense, myrrh, and dragon’s blood. I had to get that last one. I mean, how cool is that name? I planned to do more research when I got back to my room to see which of these items were safe to eat or burn. For those that couldn’t be used in either of those ways, I figured they could go into my spell bags or dream pillow. 
 
    As I wandered through the other rooms, I added more things to my basket. Lots of stones possessing a variety of magical properties: malachite (a beautiful stone with bands of green), lapis lazuli (a beautiful blue stone with streaks of gold), black onyx, amethyst (violet in color), carnelian (bright orange), jade (green) and Apache tears (black natural volcanic glass, which is awesome). This collection would add magic beyond protection and healing to my spell bags, since some of those stones do things like absorb negative energy (God knows I could use that) or provide harmony. 
 
    In the baking and flower rooms, I picked up the ingredients I needed to make lavender sugar and candied flowers. In the fabrics room, I chose some beautiful fabrics for my spell bags and dream pillow. In the plant care room, I picked up a number of treatments for my Baby Groot. 
 
    When I was done, I waited by the back door for Dakota and Carrie. As soon as they were ready, we stepped outside to explore the orchard and gardens. I was amazed by the extensiveness of it all. Acres of forest had been cleared for fruit trees and gardens. 
 
    We grabbed baskets from stacks on a picnic table at the edge of the orchard. Consulting my lists, I chose fruits that both resonated with me and had the magical properties I hoped to achieve. I loaded up my basket with apples, pears, and plums. Wandering over to the berry patches, I added blueberries and strawberries. 
 
    The gardens were beautiful, filled with all kinds of shapes and colors and scents. There were stone benches on which you could rest. Signs said that only staff were allowed to pick the flowers. Everyone else was to make their selections from the flowers inside the house. 
 
    As we stepped back inside, a gray-and-white striped cat leapt from a table and followed us to the flower room. In addition to lavender petals for my lavender sugar, I bought some rose petals for making rose water and candied flowers. 
 
    I must say the walk back to campus was quite the struggle with all the things I’d purchased. It was totally worth it, though. 
 
    By the end of the semester, I’d completed all my projects for Intro. to Witchcraft class. 
 
    It felt like I’d used my own blood, sweat and tears to revive the crispy plant I’d been given. That involved becoming totally immersed in the act of saving it, closely observing every time the stem or a leaf developed a spot of green or less leaves fell off in a day, things like that, and jotting down in a journal exactly what treatment I’d applied right before that happened. I started to read my plant the same way one reads their dog or cat to figure out what they need. The information I’d read about green witchcraft advised that you state your intention before casting a spell and that you speak to the items you’re working on. I named my plant Floare which means flower in Romanian and then shortened that to Flo. I spoke to Flo several times a day. In stating my intention, I said: “Flo, I plan to save you from dying. You’re a good little plant and you deserve life.” 
 
    Lo and behold, by the end of the semester I discovered that Flo had blossomed into a flowering plant. Tiny buds appeared one day and then opened to reveal themselves as purple morning glories. 
 
    I’d also managed to make incense sticks that smelled so wonderful, Carrie asked if she could have a couple. We both burned some at the same time one night and our room smelled heavenly. 
 
    I made lavender sugar and used it to make angel food cake. I got so into this project, I made my own whipped cream to put on top along with lavender petals and a few of the candied flowers I’d made from rose petals. It looked really pretty! 
 
    I spent a lot of time making the spell bags and my dream pillow, deciding exactly which herbs, stones and other things would go inside. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    The end of the semester arrived in the blink of an eye. I used some of the spells in my witchcraft books to fight against exhaustion. I’m not sure if I’d brought about any magic, but all the sugar in my baking projects certainly must have helped. I survived the workload. 
 
    I went through with making the dessert I’d chosen earlier to share with my Romanian class at the end of the year: vargabéles or sweet cottage cheese noodle pie, which was phyllo pastry filled with pudding made from egg noodles and other amazing ingredients like sweet cheese, butter, sugar and vanilla sugar. It turned out so well, I decided to make it again for our end-of-the-year celebration in our newspaper club. 
 
    I now knew how to make both lavender sugar and vanilla sugar and a couple of desserts and I knew how to make and decorate with candied flowers. I felt happy about that. 
 
    I met with my advisor for the Romanian foreign exchange program for the last time right before final exams. She told me to call or text or email her if I had any questions or concerns while I was overseas. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask if she had a sword I could borrow in case I came across a balaur, but I kept that to myself. I knew Dr. Whitfield had seen a couple of them while in Romania, but I never asked for more information. I’m not sure why. I must have felt the less I knew, the less I had to admit they’re real. Denial and ignorance is bliss, I guess. 
 
    I got together with all my friends a few times at the end of the semester. They were mostly quiet get-togethers. Everyone except Annie was going overseas. We were going to different countries without each other and that was scary. We drew comfort from just hanging out together. 
 
    In our final Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations class, Mrs. Hampton brought in some ghost food desserts for us to try. That was interesting. Compared to angel food made with lavender sugar and smothered with homemade whipped cream, decorated with flower petals and candied flowers, it was like eating diet cookies. It was OK. Certainly if you were a ghost and missing eating real food, it would suffice, but it could certainly use improvement. Maybe after being dead for a while, you forget what real food actually tastes like and you’re thrilled with any substitute. Still, I’m glad we were able to try it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    By the time winter break rolled around, Kai and I were both exhausted. We didn’t exactly get to go back to my house the way we’d traveled to Ocean View at the beginning of the year, meaning we didn’t get to go back by cruise. That cruise was now just a fabulous memory I’d get to hang on to forever. 
 
    We went back by way of the usual couple of buses. Kai and I slept for most of the trip. 
 
    Christmas was fun. My mom and Aunt Hazel were happy to see me and Kai. We had fabulous dinners both on Christmas Eve and Christmas evening: beef stew with dumplings on Christmas Eve, prime rib with horseradish sauce, mashed potatoes and curried peas on Christmas. I made dessert both times: my lavender sugar angel food cake topped with homemade whipped cream, lavender petals and candied rose petals on Christmas Eve and vargabéles on Christmas night. Both desserts were a big hit. 
 
    My mom seemed more content than I’d ever seen her before. She and Aunt Hazel had settled into retirement and my mom had her company all the time. 
 
    I received thoughtful gifts from everyone: an English to Romanian dictionary from Kai, a couple of thick sweaters, a scarf and gloves from my mom, a jacket from my Aunt Hazel for the cold winter in Romania, and a brand new luggage set from both my mom and Aunt Hazel. 
 
    I gave Kai a couple of Japanese manga books and a box of homemade incense sticks. My mom gave her a watercolor painting she’d made of Tokyo. Aunt Hazel gave her a book on Buddhist meditation. And they both gave her a luggage set, which was so incredibly thoughtful, as she really needed that to pack for Japan. 
 
    I gave my mom and Aunt Hazel some sachets I made using nicely scented herbs and flower petals that had protection properties along with a couple jars of lavender sugar. 
 
    I spent at least half my vacation in my room reading up on Romania and texting friends. Kai did the same, except her reading was on Japan. We spent the other half taking long walks and hanging out with my family watching movies and TV shows. The few weeks we were off from school went by in a flash. 
 
    Before I knew it, Kai and I were hugging my family goodbye. My mom broke down into tears, but wished me a safe trip and a good time. I got choked up over all the years we’d missed spending quality time together, but I felt incredibly thankful for that moment. I promised to keep in touch and told my mom I loved her. If I didn’t survive Romania, I wanted her to at least have a happy memory of our last time together. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    The final day at my house, Kai and I both left with a laptop bag on our back, trailing two large suitcases behind us. We traveled by the usual series of buses to the island where Ocean View College is located. However, rather than traveling to campus as usual, we were taken to an airport on the opposite side of the island. 
 
    My stomach turned into a nest of snakes, I was so nervous. 
 
    Apparently, Ocean View owned the airport. Every building and plane carried its signature artwork: all painted mint green with white-capped waves along the bottom. Every building and plane also displayed a large navy blue oval with white waves along the bottom and the words Ocean View College at the top. 
 
    It gradually became clear to me why Ocean View owned its own airport. First of all, we were allowed to pack all our magical elixirs, potions, herbs and flowers in the suitcases we planned to check. We were allowed to walk into the airport with all that and put our suitcases through the X-ray machines. Although there were inspections and detectors, they didn’t check for the same things regular airports did. 
 
    Once we entered the airport and realized we had to go in different directions to get on the planes leaving for Romania and Japan, Kai and I hugged each other through a tearful goodbye. I was so freaking scared to go to Romania alone, I found this departure especially sad and stressful. It passed through my mind I might never see Kai again. I hoped to God that wasn’t true. 
 
    As we headed off to our separate destinations, we both turned and waved one last time. 
 
    I felt like a walking beehive as I continued on alone, buzzing with the hum of overactive nerves. My blood was pumping so loudly in my ears, it made it hard to concentrate. 
 
    When I reached the check-in kiosk for students and staff going to Romania, concentrating on the process helped me calm down a bit. An airport worker waved me forward to the desk where she was checking in bags. Smiling, she said, “Welcome to Ocean View Airlines going to Romania! Name please…” 
 
    I stood there woodenly, and I mean frozen like a statue carved from wood. I managed to state my name. “Galactic Shade Griffin.” 
 
    “Passport…” 
 
    Fumbling in my laptop bag, I finally managed to find my passport and hand it to her. 
 
    Looking at the computer screen in front of her, she tapped a few keys. As she searched for my name, she blinked a few times. Twice, a second set of eyelids closed and opened sideways, just for a split second. She was a shifter! For the first time in my life, I found that comforting. Life is strange. After two and a half years on campus with shifters and other magical beings, she provided familiarity and made me feel comfortable. I now had friends who were shifters. I wished I could bring them all to Romania with me. I wasn’t actually sure they’d be an equal match for the undead, but they might be. No doubt, a werewolf or a gorilla or tiger would have more of a fighting chance than I would. At the very least, the undead were going to drive me crazy if they had anywhere near the same access to ghost whisperers’ minds as the ghosts of the totally deceased did. 
 
    When the check-in person finished at the computer, she handed my passport back to me. “There you are! Welcome to Ocean View Airlines, Galactic!” 
 
    At that moment, my legal first name sounded like I was about to blast off for another planet on a spaceship. 
 
    For some reason, I felt compelled to say, “I go by Shade.” She totally didn’t need to know that. She just wanted to make sure I was registered in their computer system. 
 
    She continued to be friendly and comforting. “Well, welcome to Ocean View Airlines, Shade!” She lifted my check-in bag onto a scale to weigh it. “Have you ever been to Romania before?” 
 
    I answered, “No, I haven’t.” 
 
    Satisfied that my bag fell within the correct weight, she printed out a tag and tied it around the handle of my suitcase. She winked at me, once again causing her second set of lids to close for a split second over her eyes. “You’re going to love it there. Romania is absolutely beautiful. I was a foreign exchange student there my junior year at Ocean View, five years ago. It was one of the best experiences of my life.” Placing my suitcase on a conveyor belt, she turned and pointed to a sign with the words: Bucharest, Cluj-Napoca and Constanta. “You’re going to want to head over there next. Your group will be landing in Bucharest. Have an awesome trip!” 
 
    There was so much I wanted to ask her, but there was no way I could broach those subjects there. I desperately wanted to know if ghost whisperers fared as well as shifters did in Romania, and whether or not she’d encountered vampires, strigoi, moroi or those spine-chilling creatures, the balaur, when she was there. Instead, I returned her smile. “Thanks! I’m excited.” That was the truth. Fear of the unknown felt very much like excitement on steroids. 
 
    After I found the waiting area for my plane, I decided to calm myself down by doing things that felt familiar. First, I sat down at a restaurant and ordered myself a nice lunch: blue cheese burger with all the toppings, steak fries and a glass of wine. After lunch, I stopped in a store to buy snacks for the plane. In my search for comfort, I may have gone overboard on comfort food. I purchased: chocolate chip cookies, Reese’s peanut butter cups, shortbread cookies, licorice strips, and cheddar cheese crackers, along with a bottle of Coke Zero. I also bought a magazine filled with mindless stories about fashion. I have no idea why I purchased that. It seemed like a good distraction at the time. 
 
    When I returned to the waiting area, I saw Carrie! I made my way through the crowd, walking as quickly as I could while dragging my carry-on bag behind me. 
 
    Giving me a huge smile, Carrie threw her arms around me. “I’m so happy to see you! I was so worried you’d gotten sick or something. We leave in a few minutes.” 
 
    I held up the plastic bag with the purchases I’d made. “Nope. Not sick. I was just foraging for snacks.” 
 
    Carrie furrowed her brow. “Oh, no. I wish I’d thought of that.” 
 
    I opened the bag to show her how much I’d purchased. “No problem. I think I have enough to share.” 
 
    Carrie laughed. Reaching into the bag, she pulled out the magazine I’d bought. “What’s this?” 
 
    I laughed and rolled my eyes. “I have no idea. I must have bought that in a moment of weakness, looking for escapism. I’m kind of nervous about Romania.” Kind of was an understatement. 
 
    Carrie dropped the magazine back into the bag. “Yeah, me, too.” She reached around for her laptop bag and pulled out a book. “I took the opposite approach, which isn’t exactly working for me.” She showed me the book cover. The Historian by Elizabeth Kostova. “Supposedly, it’s fiction; but it’s written like the diary of a woman who actually went to Istanbul, Budapest, and Eastern Europe in search of Dracula.” 
 
    I waved my hand. “Ahhh. Put that away. There will be time enough for that later.” 
 
    Carrie shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah, like maybe when I’m back home.” 
 
    It felt like a shock when the announcement came over the loudspeaker: “Boarding now. Ocean View Airlines Flight to Bucharest, Romania. Have your tickets ready.” 
 
    Carrie and I looked at each other with widened eyes. I sighed. “Well, here we go.” 
 
    I pulled my ticket out of my pocket. We inched forward in line. Finally, we reached the podium where a young guy with a rather generous amount of hair on the back of his hands, leading me to guess he was another shifter, took our tickets, ran them through a scanner and handed them back to us. “Have a good flight.” 
 
    Seats weren’t assigned, so Carrie and I sat together in a row with only two seats. Carrie wanted to sit in the seat next to the aisle and I wanted to sit next to the window, so that worked out perfectly. 
 
    After the plane took off, I realized the most important reason Ocean View College had its own airline. Of course. They had to have their own airline in order to keep the island’s magical properties secret from the rest of the world. The pilot came over the loudspeaker. “We’re going to experience turbulence in a few minutes. Sit tight. Make sure you’re buckled in. It’s nothing to worry about. I’ve flown through turbulence more times than I can count. We always hit turbulence as we pass through the shield of glamour the faeries put in place to protect the island.” 
 
    Carrie and I looked at each other. Fear was written all over Carrie’s face. I’m sure it was written all over mine as well. I held onto the armrest with a white-knuckled grip. 
 
    Whoa. When it hit, it was more than turbulence. Everything got all distorted and blurry. It felt like something was wrong with me, with my eyes or brain or something, like I was having a stroke. For a second, it felt like I’d completely blacked out. When I came to, I felt turbulence along with all the other sensations. The illumination in the plane blinked on and off with a stroboscopic effect. There was a sucking sound followed by a pop, and then everything went back to normal. 
 
    The pilot came back on the loudspeaker. “We’ve passed through the glamour shield now.” He laughed with a voice full of mirth. He obviously liked his job. “That wasn’t too bad now, was it? It should be smooth sailing the rest of the way unless we hit weather, but right now we have beautiful weather across this stretch of the Pacific Ocean and the Western United States. We’re still climbing. When we reach altitude, I’ll let you know. Stay seated until then. Take a peek out the window, if you’d like. The view’s fantastic.” 
 
    Lifting the shade, I blinked at the sudden assault of bright light. Once my eyes had adjusted, I had to admit the view really was spectacular. Sunlight glinted off the deep blue of the Pacific Ocean, dancing along the waves like miniature faeries. Off in the distance, the vague form of brown and green hills marked the place where the ocean ended and California’s land began. 
 
    Unexpectedly, my eyes welled up with tears. California. That’s where my house and family were. Way down there, tiny and small. At the speed this aircraft was traveling, I’d be zipping by them in the blink of an eye. Only hours later, we’d reach the East Coast, refuel, and then leave our entire country behind. We’d cross the Atlantic Ocean to fly into a country with which I had no familiarity other than what I’d read in books and pamphlets. And believe you me, that information was none too comforting. 
 
    As soon as we could get up and walk around, I made a trip to the bathroom, mostly to stretch my legs. When the stewardess came around to take our orders for food and drinks, I ordered macaroni and cheese with a glass of wine. Then I looked through the fashion magazine in an attempt to distract myself. As one might expect, it didn’t work. I kept rolling my eyes and sighing over all the outfits I’d never feel comfortable wearing. 
 
    Carrie finally asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I slapped the magazine closed. “Oh, nothing major. Just this magazine. It’s ridiculous.” 
 
    Carrie chuckled. “You could always borrow my book.” 
 
    “Um, no, thanks.” 
 
    We both decided to pass the time by watching a movie. While Carrie watched How to Train Your Dragon, I watched Kiki’s Delivery Service. Animated movies to the rescue. They were exactly the escape we needed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    The flight to Romania was a long one. I should have checked our itinerary more carefully when we boarded the plane. We had an overnight layover in Warsaw, Poland, for which I was totally unprepared. I didn’t actually see much of Poland—just a few glimpses out the window of a bus on which I mostly slept and then our hotel where I totally crashed and slept until it was time to get up for the last leg of our trip. 
 
    By the time we got to Romania, I was exhausted. The landing was smooth, nothing like the takeoff. No glamoured sky to pass through this time. 
 
    When we arrived at the Henri Coandă International Airport north of Bucharest, we were treated differently than the other passengers. Ocean View students were directed to a separate Customs area. I guess if we’d gone through regular Customs, we’d have gotten in serious trouble for all the elixirs and herbs and potions we had on us. At the very least, we probably would have had to dump them all, which would have made me very nervous. No way was I going to risk running into the undead or a dragon with multiple heads without some kind of magical protection. 
 
    After we’d cleared Customs and exchanged some of our money for Romanian currency, we were taken by bus to a gorgeous hotel in Bucharest, the Lido by Phoenicia Hotel Bucharest. We only got to stay there one night, so I made myself stay awake for the brief time we had available to tour the city. I wanted to see as much as I could possibly see. I popped a blue pill that would allow me to block out ghosts because this part of the trip was just for fun and that’s exactly what I intended to experience. 
 
    The first day, we went to Herăstrău Park. That was rejuvenating. We walked through gardens and along roads for bicyclists that were lined with trees. We saw statues and interesting buildings and even found tables where Romanian women wearing white dresses and colorful batiks or head scarves were selling painted eggs and other gorgeous things they’d made. I purchased a set of six colorful eggs, figuring I’d send two each to my mom and Aunt Hazel, then save one for myself and one for Kai. The eggs seemed incredibly fragile, but the ladies wrapped them up real well. I wished I knew how to speak Romanian, as the women spoke only their native language. We communicated mostly through hand gestures and facial expressions. Their friendly eyes and warm smiles made me feel comfortable all through the transaction. Carrie purchased several scarves, which were probably a much smarter choice, as they could be shipped more easily. The eggs were so colorful and pretty, though, I couldn’t resist. 
 
    That night, we had an awesome dinner at the hotel restaurant. Carrie and I shared a gorgeous hotel room with two twin beds and a fireplace. After dinner, I had wanted to stay up and watch a movie or TV show or something on the large flat-screen TV in our room, but I fell fast asleep after watching news in Romanian for a few minutes. 
 
    Thank goodness Carrie had set an alarm on her cell phone or I would have slept straight through checkout time the next morning. She woke me up two hours before checkout, so we’d have enough time to get breakfast, take showers and pack up. 
 
    I felt punch-drunk with exhaustion. Between some really awful jet lag and getting woken up way before I was ready, I struggled to get myself out of bed and down to breakfast. The hotel had an impressive buffet. I piled my plate high with eggs, sausages, an assortment of cheese and pastries; but what I craved most was coffee. The restaurant served both coffee and espresso and it turned out there was complimentary coffee and espresso on every floor of the hotel, so that got me through staying awake long enough to shower and pack. As soon as I got on the bus for Transylvania, I fell right back to sleep. Jet lag was a monster and it was kicking my butt. 
 
    At some point, a nightmare formed in my mind, so frightening it was as though Dracula had bitten my neck, his saliva breaking through my blood-brain barrier with horrifying images. I tried to scream, but couldn’t. When I opened my eyes, I couldn’t figure out where I was for a moment. 
 
    I found Carrie staring at me. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Carrie looked at me with concern. “I was about to ask you the same thing. I think you had a bad dream.” 
 
    I pulled myself up from the position I was in, my neck at a weird angle, the lower part of my back at the edge of the seat. I had slid down into an incredibly uncomfortable position. I rubbed my lower back as I sat up. Everything hurt. “Yeah. I was having a nightmare.” I looked outside the window. “Where are we?” 
 
    Carrie looked outside as well. “We’re in Transylvania now. The driver said we’ll be arriving at our hotel in a few minutes.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. I wished I wasn’t starting this new adventure totally exhausted, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. I hoped the jet lag would pass before our sightseeing days were over. 
 
    Our bus pulled up in front of a building that looked like a renovated farmhouse. It was nice. The outside of the building was wooden, like the sides of a log cabin. There was a stone terrace filled with tables and chairs, which I assumed was an outdoor restaurant. The weather was chilly, but not anywhere near as cold as it could get in Romania. It might be fun to have a cup of coffee out there and enjoy the scenery. 
 
    As we collected our things, a woman approached the bus and hopped on. She had a weathered face, lots of wrinkles that reminded me of the earth in spring after the snow and ice had carved lines through it. Her blue-gray eyes conveyed both wisdom and fatigue; but then maybe that was just me, assuming everyone was as tired as me and hoping she had enough wisdom to guide us through our visit to Transylvania. She was wearing a black dress with a red shawl and had her white hair swept back into a bun at the nape of her neck. “Hello, everyone! I’m Dr. Georgeta Gheata. I’m the Ocean View professor assigned to your group here in Romania. I was born and bred in Romania, but went to Ocean View College for both undergrad and grad school. I’m back here in Romania now. I live and work in the village where you’ll be spending your semester after your sightseeing trip in Transylvania. I’m the onsite professor assigned to your village. I think you’ll learn quite a bit while you’re here, returning to Ocean View much more experienced and knowledgeable. Everything you learn here will help you immensely after graduation. Any questions?” 
 
    Silence. No raised hands. 
 
    Dr. Gheata gave us a half-formed smile. I’m not sure if she was pleased we didn’t have anything to ask or disappointed by our lack of curiosity. Truth be told, I was just too jet-lagged and nervous to come up with questions. My mind was stuck in idle, waiting to see how things would unfold. 
 
    She turned, holding onto the metal pole at the top of the bus stairs. “Follow me. I’ll show you around.” 
 
    She gave us a brief tour of the hotel lobby and restaurants, one indoor and the one outdoors that I’d already noticed, and then told us to check in at the front desk and go see our rooms. “Let’s meet in the lobby in half an hour. We’ll grab lunch here and then head out to Bran Castle.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    After lunch, I bundled up in one of the sweaters my mom gave me for Christmas, a green woolen ski sweater with white snowflakes along the top, underneath the nicely insulated blue jacket Aunt Hazel gave me that was waterproof, windproof and made to keep you warm down to thirty degrees below zero. After living in New Mexico and California and an island off the Pacific Coast for so long, I was a weakling when it came to cold. I stuffed the blue and green plaid scarf and the blue gloves my mom had given me into my jacket pockets for the bus ride to Bran Castle. 
 
    Approaching the castle by bus, we had an awesome view of it. It rises out of a forest of trees like a Disney castle, pure white with red spires reaching for the heavens. It looks majestic and holy, as though nothing evil could ever take place in such an enchanted place. 
 
    When we finally reached the castle and stepped off the bus, it was cold: 30 degrees Fahrenheit. Wind gusts blowing through the open space made it worse. Dr. Gheata chuckled at those in our group who were shivering and saying, “Brrrrr…It’s cold here!” I have to say the gifts from my family were doing the trick. My face felt cold, but everything else was actually OK. 
 
    A graduate school intern, Ana-Maria Ungureanu, led the way. Apparently, Ocean View had several graduate school branch campuses in Romania. Ana-Maria was taking graduate school courses for ghost whispering at the Bucharest branch. It seemed like an amazing place to go to school. The countryside was gorgeous and the land itself seemed peaceful. Of course, all that was at first glance if half the legends about Romania’s mythological creatures were true. 
 
    Ana-Maria had long dark braids and brown eyes. She was wearing a black woolen coat and as she stepped off the bus, wrapped a white scarf around her head and neck before throwing the tasseled ends over her shoulder. She had an accent I enjoyed listening to. I kind of hoped I’d pick up an accent like that during my time in Romania. 
 
    As she led our group along a stone walkway leading up to the castle itself, she pointed out gardens and other buildings. The surrounding scene was a bit of a culture shock for me, but in a good way. Back at Ocean View, we had real faeries and witches and merpeople and things that could go horribly wrong when magical groups clashed. I’d seen a professor use witchcraft to change a guy into a toad. In the Shade Shack café, two guys who were harassing me and my friends shifted into a lion and a bear and got pelted by fireballs from the hands of witches while we made our escape. Back on campus, those kinds of things were normal. 
 
    Here at Bran Castle, I expected things to be dark and eerie and filled with foreboding. Instead, it looked like a tourist trap. The walkway was filled with people making their way up to the castle. Flags—all printed in gold, brown, black and white colors—hung from poles along one side of the path. On the other side, there was a short wall made from the same kind of stone as the walkway and a forest of trees rising up above it. The trees provided the ambience of nature existing side by side with manmade buildings and footpaths. 
 
    One flag featured a dark wolf in front of a white moon. It had the words Hungry As A Wolf! along the bottom and ENJOY THE DINNER OF A LIFETIME along the side. I imagined the message was a trick. The wolf was a vampiric werewolf inviting us to attend the dinner of a lifetime where our own blood would be the main course. Up ahead, another flag caught my attention. It featured a broken wine bottle with blood dripping from its smashed bottom. Although it was accompanied by the words CHATEAU BRAN – WINES, it added authenticity to my imagined scenario and did manage to creep me out. But as we approached the dinner flag, a guy in front of us pointed at it. “I’m so glad we made reservations to eat there. The food is fantastic. I’m getting the Almond Flake and Seed Crust Schnitzel tonight.” Another guy said, “Oh, yeah, that was really good. I think I’m going to get the Smoke-Dried Sheep Pastrami this time. I tasted Elliott’s last time we were here and it was delicious.” A woman said, “How about dessert? I’m thinking I’ll order that chocolate cake with the raspberry sauce and rose petal powder. You had that last time, didn’t you?” The woman next to her said, “Oh, yes. It’s amazing.” 
 
    That caught my attention and brought me back to reality. Rose petal powder. Perhaps there were witches here. 
 
    We kept on walking. In between the restaurant ad and the bloody wine bottle, another flag advertised: The Count – Gift Shop. It also said: People from all over the world, please find the finest gifts that willl make you special. Ha! It even had a typo. Someone needed to remove an l from willl. Between editing the flag in my mind and excited that I could get creepy-cool souvenirs for my friends if we had time, I stopped worrying about Dracula or ghosts or any of that. These were modern times and I was stuck in nothing but a tourist trap. The flags became progressively more macabre, even featuring something as grotesque as a couple of guys impaled on stakes. It was all for fun, though, like Halloween. Thrills and chills and all that kind of thing. I made myself think back through history and then time travel forward. How horrifying would it be if a person who was about to be impaled caught a glimpse of the future where people would laugh, have a grand old time and purchase souvenirs based on their misfortune? 
 
    When we had almost reached the top of what turned out to be quite a steep incline, a flag with a menacing jack-o’-lantern said: HALLOWEEN NIGHT WITH DRACULA – Enjoy an amazing Halloween party in Dracula’s nest. Now, that would be something else. A whole bunch of my friends would have enjoyed that. My thoughts flashed back to the Halloween night that Annie went missing. That holiday had never been the same since then. I realized I could probably never enjoy it as much as I used to and being in Dracula’s nest would probably make it worse rather than better. And after what happened with Scott at the Halloween party in the catacombs last year, I’d probably never be ready for Halloween night in Dracula’s nest. 
 
    When we reached the top of the incline, we discovered we had to climb a flight of stone steps. An additional flight of steps brought us into the castle. Ugh. My legs hurt. 
 
    As soon as we actually stepped inside the castle, more than my legs bothered me. I felt haunted by strange feelings not unlike those I’d had in my Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class. 
 
    I tried to shake the sensation. I told myself I might be having in-between feelings only because I was in between the reality of a tourist trap and the terrible things Ana-Maria was telling us about Vlad the Impaler and his connection to Bran Castle. Bram Stoker’s Dracula was based on Vlad III, Prince of Wallachia, better known as Vlad the Impaler because of the horrific way in which he killed his enemies. Bran Castle is often referred to as Dracula’s Castle because it’s the only castle in the area resembling the one that Stoker described as the place where Dracula lived. “It’s unlikely that Vlad ever actually lived here,” Ana-Maria continued. “However, he may have been imprisoned in the dungeon here, eating rats and developing a taste for violence.” 
 
    That gives you weird, in-between feelings, right? Like the world isn’t simply all touristy things, fine meals and wine and souvenir shops. 
 
    As we walked through room after room filled with beautifully carved wooden furniture and doors, plaster fireplaces and creaky wooden floors, feelings of foreboding followed me like my own shadow. I tried to take it all in, but I felt distracted. I expected a ghost to approach me at any moment. 
 
    Claustrophobia grabbed my neck and strangled the oxygen from my lungs as we climbed an extremely narrow flight of stairs lined with rough walls similar to those in old, creepy basements. Apparently, it was a passageway for people to run and hide if the castle was under attack. 
 
    My hair stood on end and I swear I heard whispers throughout that entire space. 
 
    Finally, we emerged into another room with creaky wooden floors. A chandelier hung from the ceiling in an area with bookshelves, a small library. The skin of a dead bear sprawled out in front of a reading nook next to the library. A piano filled another space. If it wasn’t for the dead bear staring sightlessly into eternity and the whispers of shadows from a bygone era, I might have found this room comforting. It was in many ways a place where one could seek solace from the brutal world outside by escaping into books or music. Next, we stepped onto a porch overlooking a courtyard. Down below, tourists milled around. As the whispers intensified, my eyes fixated on a well. Perhaps someone, or more than one person, had fallen down that well, or been pushed? I hoped my imagination was simply working overtime. 
 
    We then climbed a winding, very narrow wooden staircase to see more rooms. The floor creaked even more loudly in this section of the castle. 
 
    I walked around from room to room and through the courtyard, haunted by vague whispers and spine-chilling feelings. 
 
    Our group was different than the other tourists. We were mostly somber, seriously observing everything in every room, trying to imagine what life (and death) had been like in those spaces. Only Dr. Gheata and Ana-Maria spoke, and only to point things out to us. They shared some interesting facts. It turned out there had been a secret room built into the well right above the water level! When the castle was in danger of being attacked, the treasury of the castle could be hidden in there. Even though the castle was perched high on a mountain top surrounded by forest, it still had secret staircases and even a secret room inside the well as protection from invaders. 
 
    If ghosts were whispering all around me, they never made themselves known. I found that puzzling. I finally decided it was probably due to the nature of Bran Castle. No doubt many deaths had taken place there, but ghost whisperers had been passing through there for years. The castle was currently a tourist destination, not a place where people lived. My guess is that if the ghosts had wanted help, they’d contacted ghost whisperers years ago. Some of those spirits had no doubt moved on. Those who’d stayed had probably resolved their issues from their days being alive and were simply spending their afterlife, or at least part of it, in the castle. Let me tell you, I do not envy the ghost whisperers contacted by those spirits to solve their problems. Talk about emotional baggage. No doubt Bran Castle had plenty of that. 
 
    Dr. Gheata grabbed the loose ends of her bloodred shawl and wrapped it more securely around her neck. “OK, girls, gather around. We have a special treat for you. In a few minutes, we’ll be getting a private tour of the dungeon room where Vlad the Impaler was imprisoned.” 
 
    That’s a treat? It sounded more like a horrible trick. 
 
    No one smiled. We just waited around for the tour guide. 
 
    Ana-Maria finally broke the ice. “After the dungeon room, we’ll be visiting some of the souvenir shops.” 
 
    One of the girls in our group piped up. “Shops? Are there more than one?” 
 
    Ana-Maria smiled. “Yes. Souvenir selling is quite an industry here. Rather than just one gift shop, there are a whole lot of souvenir stalls set up on the road below the castle. You can find almost any Dracula-themed item you can imagine. Even though Dracula or Vlad the Impaler never lived here…well, except for Vlad’s time in the dungeon…this castle looks so much like the one described in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, it’s become quite the spot for Dracula tours, Dracula-themed Halloween parties and, of course, souvenirs.” 
 
    Ana-Maria looked over at Dr. Gheata. Looking off into the distance, the professor had a concerned look on her face. 
 
    Ana-Maria turned back to us. “The souvenirs aren’t limited to Dracula items, however. The souvenir stalls are so popular with tourists, locals have found them a great place to sell other merchandise. You can buy fruits and jams and cheeses, all kinds of things.” 
 
    With visions of sugar plums dancing in our heads, to quote The Nutcracker, we headed off to the dungeon. 
 
    As soon as we descended into the basement, the haunted feelings I’d been experiencing became more monstrous. Horrible things had happened there and the ghosts were not at peace. I shivered. The panic attack that was always hiding, crouching to attack from the deep recesses of memory, came snaking up my neck and bit. I tried to hide the panic suffocating me as best I could. 
 
    I told myself to breathe. I looked around, trying to find something to distract me. There wasn’t much. The space had walls made from the same cold stone as the secret passageway we’d walked through earlier. It was gloomy and narrow with one rectangular window so thin, the light it allowed in only served to accentuate the dark and shadows. 
 
    Dr. Gheata ran her hand over the windowsill as though checking for dust. “Imagine what this was like back in the day…” 
 
    Back in the day usually referred to a pleasant time in the past. I suddenly felt nervous about the professor. As she’d explained, she’d been “born and bred in Romania.” Was she simply a normal local, or did she have ties to nefarious groups? I thought back once again to my high school Biology teacher in Roswell, Mr. Mhavryck Taylor. He was creepy as all get-out and it turned out he was a skinwalker, the most evil of shapeshifters. To use the kind of analogy you have to solve on the SAT exams: Skinwalkers are to shapeshifters as vampires are to humans. Some shapeshifters and some humans are evil. However, all skinwalkers and all vampires are evil. They have to be to do what they do. 
 
    I took my mind off Vlad the Impaler, the image of him gnawing on rats right here in this dungeon and all the frightening feelings I was experiencing by studying Dr. Gheata. She looked OK. Mr. Taylor had been creepy from the get-go with his cruelty and the way his eyes shined green in the dark. Dr. Gheata, on the other hand, seemed kind. She had a weathered appearance and her blue-gray eyes suggested both weariness and wisdom. I know how much I’d already experienced as a ghost whisperer. A lot of it was difficult and painful. Considering she was a ghost whisperer living in the land of vampires, strigoi and moroi, I can’t imagine how much horror she’d experienced in helping the spirits of the dead settle their accounts here on Earth. Maybe to her “back in the day” had a literal rather than figurative meaning. It was simply a time in the past that Romanian ghost whisperers had to deal with. Better them than me, that’s all I have to say. 
 
    Ana-Maria cleared her throat, which brought Dr. Gheata out of her reverie. She looked at us with her weary eyes, as though returning from some faraway place. “Well…There will be time enough for discussing all of that later on. Are you girls ready to do some souvenir shopping?” She tried to smile, but it fell flat. 
 
    Ana-Maria sprinkled some enthusiasm into the conversation. “Yes, let’s do that. Follow me!” 
 
    Walking down from the castle was a whole lot better than climbing up, let me tell you. 
 
    When we finally reached the souvenir section on the road below, I was amazed at how many stalls there were and how many things they had! I bought a whole bunch of stuff. Coffee cups featuring Dracula and Bran Castle on them for all my previous roommates and suitemates: Kai, Natalie, Apple, Dakota, Trinity, Summer, Maeve and Zi. I thought my mom and Aunt Hazel would get a kick out of them, so I bought two of those and a refrigerator magnet for them. I grabbed another coffee cup for me. I debated what to get Annie, as I always worried about freaking her out with something she couldn’t handle; but in the end, I decided the coffee cups were just playful and I got her one, too. I bought myself a T-shirt with…you guessed it…Dracula on the front. 
 
    As I walked along the row of stalls, I saw some beautifully knitted scarves and sweaters. I couldn’t resist. I bought a long green scarf and a really pretty blue and green tie-dyed sweater made by a local artist. 
 
    Walking back to the bus with all my purchases was a challenge. I felt thankful that we had our own vehicle with plenty of room for shopping bags. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    The next day, we went to Poenari Castle. I woke up excited to see it. I’d survived the tour of Bran Castle. I’d experienced uneasy feelings and a moment of panic, but that wasn’t exactly new for me. Panic attacks went way beyond uneasy feelings and I’d had those as far back as I could remember. I’d heard ghosts whispering, but they never approached me for help and that was way better than a lot of my other interactions with the spirits of the dead. 
 
    We had an awesome buffet brunch in the hotel before heading off. 
 
    The day was overcast and chilly. I bundled up extra warm: jacket and sweater I’d brought from home and the scarf I’d purchased the day before. 
 
    The bus dropped us off a short walk from an unbelievable number of stairs we had to climb to reach the castle: 1,480 stairs to be exact! Normally, you can only go on tours at 10:00 AM or 3:00 PM and you have to pay cash at the top of the hill. Man, I’d be pissed if I had climbed 1,480 stairs and only had a charge card with me. We were lucky, though. Ocean View had paid for access to the property from 11:00 AM to 2:30 PM. We were on our own without an official tour. Dr. Gheata was our guide. 
 
    Looking at the castle from down below, it looked impressive. However, the inside was in ruins. Exploring, we found the roof missing and the floors replaced by dirt and rocks. 
 
    On our way up the stairs, we encountered mannequins impaled on spikes, dripping in fake blood, along with a guillotine and gallows. After all the years I’d loved going to haunted houses, I suddenly felt turned off by the entire idea. These displays were obviously not meant to inform you of history. They were garish, designed to give you thrills and chills. 
 
    When we reached the top, I took a moment to gaze at the view. It was impressive. Trees as far as you could see. Similar to Bran Castle, perched high up on a hill surrounded by forest, the castle would have served as a fortress in the best location to protect the inhabitants from invaders. 
 
    Dr. Gheata gave us some history about the place. When Vlad Țepeș, also known as Vlad the Impaler and sometimes referred to as Vlad Dracul, first discovered Poenari Castle, it was in ruins. However, he felt the location high up on a hill would be the perfect location for a fortress. Throwing a feast to celebrate Easter, he invited nobles who had been disloyal to him as well as their families. At the event, he had all the nobles arrested. The older nobles and their families were impaled. The younger, healthier nobles and their families were forced to march a gruesome fifty miles to Poenari Castle. They were then forced to rebuild the castle with materials from another nearby ruin, working nonstop until their clothes fell off, after which they were forced to continue working naked. Vlad the Impaler was a monster. He impaled tens of thousands of people, even creating a forest of impaled corpses to scare away an enemy. He liked to arrange the spikes in patterns. When Poenari Castle was eventually invaded, legend has it that Vlad’s first wife, Jusztina Szilagyi of Moldavia, leapt from the castle, choosing death over being captured. 
 
    After giving us a brief, horrible history on the place we were visiting, Dr. Gheata told us to explore. 
 
    As Carrie and I headed off to walk the rocky paths, I suddenly found myself alone. Fog rolled in, obscuring my vision. My skin felt cold and wet. I tried to shout to Carrie; but my voice stuck in my throat as it does in all those nightmares where something horrible is happening, but you can’t scream. 
 
    I felt my way along the walls on either side of a narrow passage. I stumbled once, bashing my knee on a sharp rock. I found my voice enough to scream. No one answered me, as though the fog had absorbed and suffocated the sound. 
 
    I continued on until the walls gave way to nothingness. I assumed I was either in an area that had once been a large room or I was outside the castle. I took tiny steps. If I stepped too far at the edge of the cliff, I’d tumble to my death below, joining all the spirits that had perished on spikes, perhaps forced to spend all eternity with the ghost of Vlad’s wife. I shivered. 
 
    The fog rolled away like a snake slithering off in search of prey. 
 
    I stared at the scene in front of me. I was inside the castle, but at the edge of a room where the wall had crumbled away. I was dangerously close to the edge of the cliff. Turning around, I discovered the room was empty. The castle ruins were dead quiet. Finding my voice, I shouted, “Hello! Is anyone there? Carrie! Dr. Gheata! Anyone!” 
 
    A raven flew past, the air displaced by its wings battering my cold face. Landing on a nearby stone, it stared at me with beady, suspicious eyes. The bird shrieked at me in a language I could never understand. “Aaaaaaaw! Aaaaaaaw!” It seemed frantic, insistent; but nothing could be done. I couldn’t understand its meaning, no matter how hard I tried. Startled, looking from side to side, it suddenly took flight, as though it had caught a glimpse of something I couldn’t see. 
 
    I felt deaf and blind to a dimension I couldn’t comprehend. 
 
    The sky darkened. The clouds became pregnant with gloom. 
 
    And then they came… 
 
    An army of ghosts, threatening to swallow me with their need. Most moved on. To where? To Carrie? To the other students? To Dr. Gheata? 
 
    The ghost of a young woman approached, slithering through the air, her limbs bent at unnatural angles. She quickly filled in with color. Blood oozed from a hole in her tattered dress right above her waist and leaked from a hole in her neck. Her clothes hung from her body as torn rags; her eyes were crazed. “Ghost whisperer, help me.” 
 
    I didn’t want to engage. I wanted to find Dr. Gheata and our group. I looked around, searching for any living human. 
 
    The woman swiped at my forehead with a long, curved yellow fingernail. “You don’t need anyone else right now. I am enough. Your salvation rests with me.” 
 
    “What?” The word fell from my lips into the space between us. What she said could not possibly be true and yet she had a forceful way of spinning fear into something resembling truth. 
 
    “You cannot possibly pass this test without helping me.” 
 
    That made sense. It was an elaborate test. I gazed into her haunted eyes made terrible with streaks of blood. “What do you need?” 
 
    Like a macabre pill bug, she curled herself into a fetal position, wrapping her arms around her legs as though desperately trying to keep them in place. Floating down to the ground, she began weeping. “I’ve been here for hundreds of years. Please, can you help me find my child?” 
 
    I had no idea if I could do that, even if I’d wanted to. Her child would be long dead. Perhaps her child’s soul had a cleaner bill of health than her own and had moved on to a place where she could never go. On the other hand, perhaps they belonged together, but she still had work to do in order to earn that. Or perhaps she needed a ghost whisperer to solve her unresolved issues and I was it. 
 
    I hated being it. 
 
    Words fell once again from my mouth. “How would I do that? Where did you last see your child?” 
 
    “I don’t know how you can find my child. If I knew that, I’d do it myself, wouldn’t I?” She bared her teeth, all broken and black, sharpened like wooden stakes. She growled like a cornered beast. “The last time I saw my daughter was right before I was impaled on a spike. The agony was awful and lasted for weeks. I died wrapped up in excruciating pain, worrying in brief moments of lucidity about my daughter.” 
 
    The word escaped my mouth like carbon dioxide upon exhale: “Weeks?” 
 
    She stared at me as though incredulous at my ignorance. “What? No, my daughter’s been missing for centuries.” 
 
    I stared back at her for a moment, but had to look away. If half the legends were true about looking at certain faces head-on, I feared I’d be turned to stone. She was horrifying: a half-dead, rotting corpse that spoke. “I meant…you. On a spike for weeks. That sounds horrible.” 
 
    She bared her teeth, black as pitch. “It was. Losing my daughter to God knows what fate magnified my pain a thousand times. Will you find my child or not?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” I knew I might be lying. I had no idea if it would even be possible for me to attempt to find her daughter. I was a foreign exchange student in Romania. I didn’t know my way around the country. And I couldn’t spend time doing whatever I wanted. I had classes to take and I’m sure I’d soon have lots of assignments and responsibilities. And then there were the real-world impossibilities of such an undertaking. Vlad the Impaler had been alive a very long time ago, in the 1400s. Records were so sketchy about him, people thought Bran Castle had been his home based on fiction written centuries after he died. If information was sketchy about such a famous…or should I say, infamous…person, what chance would I ever have of finding information on this person talking to me from beyond the grave or even more unlikely, her little girl? 
 
    I asked anyway. “What’s your name? And what’s your daughter’s name?” 
 
    “Lăcrămioara Dragavei. My daughter’s name is Luminița. It means little light. That’s what she meant to me. Let her guide your way. Return here if you find her. Let me know what happened to her.” 
 
    She disappeared, the area filling with fog that followed behind her and then disappeared as well. 
 
    When her presence finally vacated the area, I found myself standing in another ruined room of the castle: the floor all dirt and protruding rocks, the walls crumbling apart, the roof missing. Our entire group was there, everyone looking shell-shocked. Dr. Gheata stood in the middle of the room. “Now you’ve all received your first assignment. To the best of your ability, you must help the spirit who approached you. Use your head. Try to figure things out on your own. If you get stuck or need advice, you can come to me or Ana-Maria. Now, onto the bus with all of you. We have one more place we’ll be visiting tomorrow. Then the next day we’ll be moving on to the village where you’ll be living this semester.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 18 
 
    As you might have guessed, I had a great deal of trouble sleeping that night. 
 
    I called Kai, just to hear her voice and feel grounded in a friendship far removed from Romania and Vlad the Impaler. She sounded so incredibly peaceful. Life in a Buddhist monastery was doing her good. I shared a seriously modified version of my encounter the previous day with the ghost of Lăcrămioara Dragavei. I apparently did a spectacular job of editing out the goriest, most horrifying parts. Kai responded by saying, “That’s awesome, Shade. You’re making real progress in ghost whispering, I can tell. And you’re only on tour right now. You haven’t even gotten to the place where you’ll be spending your semester. Good for you!” 
 
    Even though Kai’s encouragement was based on half-truths I’d told her, it still made me feel better. She believed in me and I needed that. Any belief I had in myself had been seriously shaken by the daunting task in front of me. 
 
    The next day, I trundled down to breakfast, my hair sticking out in all directions, my eyes bloodshot, my brain fried. Turned out everyone else looked the same. Well, except for Dr. Gheata and Ana-Maria. They looked rested and ready for another day. Same old, same old. Another day, another dollar. I realized every semester must be the same for them. Greet another new group of students. Teach them how to deal with local horrors. Lather, rinse, repeat. 
 
    I fortified myself for the day ahead by piling my plate high with scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, and Romanian pastry at the buffet table, and downing two caffè lattes. 
 
    Alternating between closing my eyes and gazing at the countryside outside my window, I spent the bus ride in silence. Carrie sat next to me, but also chose silence over conversation. 
 
    Apparently, we were going to visit a small pond in Boldu Forest, located just outside Bucharest, Romania’s capital city. Dr. Gheata told us the pond is mystical and known as the Witches Pond. Some of the other students tried to ask questions. She answered only by saying, “Wait till we get there. There will be time enough for questions.” 
 
    I really didn’t want any more information. I could wait. My brain was on overload from the day before. 
 
    The ride took hours. Around noon, Ana-Maria handed out boxed lunches and drinks. It was delicious and took my mind off everything I’d been worrying about. Our lunch included something called Drob de miel or Lamb Drob. It was basically a cold lamb meat loaf covered in pastry with a hard-boiled egg in each slice. There was a slice of homemade bread to go with it and a potato salad that included carrots, peas and other vegetables. Our drink was a bottle of spring water. For dessert, we had a nice selection of cookies. My favorites were the sugar cookies shaped like half-moons. 
 
    About an hour after lunch, the bus pulled over to the side of the road. I experienced that feeling I’d had quite a few times in the past few days: the sensation that I was on the cusp of having a full-blown panic attack. It was a lot like feeling I was about to lose my mind. Had my brain been made of wool or cloth, the threads were beginning to unravel. 
 
    We stepped from the bus, then followed Dr. Gheata down a dirt path to a pond that certainly didn’t look mystical. Covered in algae, it looked disgusting. Surrounded by trees, the pond appeared to be little more than a stagnant pool of green water. Leaves were littered on the surface, clusters turned to rot. The shore was mud littered with fallen branches. Brave plants sprouted here and there within the pond, poking their heads above the noxious surface. 
 
    A few minutes later, the branches parted at the edge of the forest to our right. I jumped. My heart started racing. The apprehensive feelings I’d had grew larger and more menacing. 
 
    I’d expected an animal. It was instead a young woman wearing a black dress, a black scarf decorated with red roses tied around her head. She had long dark hair and dark expressive eyes. “Hello!” She raised a hand in greeting. 
 
    Dr. Gheata walked toward her. “Hello! It’s good to see you.” Turning back toward us, she introduced the woman I’d thought had accidentally stumbled across our group. “Everyone, I’d like you to meet Codrina Ardeleanu. She’s going to be your instructor here today.” When she caught up with Cordrina, she asked her to introduce herself. 
 
    Looking us over, Cordrina smiled. “Greetings. Welcome to the Witches Pond. As you might have guessed, I’m a local witch. I live within walking distance of this spot.” 
 
    As she spoke, fog crawled across the pond like a shadowy beast. The air became cooler, the sky darker. Although it was early afternoon, it seemed close to twilight. 
 
    Cordrina began our lesson. “This pond holds great power. Animals won’t drink from it. They’ll choose thirst, dehydration and death over drinking this water. If they happen to wander down to the pond’s edge, they’ll turn away in discomfort. Witches, however, come from all over the world to experience and use the mystical power concentrated here. It’s said that Vlad Țepeș, also known as Vlad the Impaler, was beheaded in this location. We see his ghost from time to time. What I want to show you today is how spells can be made more powerful simply by doing them here in this location.” 
 
    She just glossed over the part about Vlad the Impaler haunting that spot. I shivered; my stomach tightened. I felt drops of cold sweat forming on my forehead. 
 
    She raised her arms in the air. Closing her eyes, she began speaking in a tongue I didn’t recognize. Perhaps it was Romanian, but it didn’t sound like anything I’d heard since arriving in the country. 
 
    The sky darkened even more. Tendrils of fog wrapped themselves around Cordrina’s ankles, as though snakes preparing to drag her into the pond. Glowing eyes appeared at the edge of the forest, hidden things waking to her voice. I suddenly wished I knew what kind of spell she was doing. A protection spell would have been nice. From the looks of things, that wasn’t what she’d had in mind. 
 
    Fire ignited on the surface of the water, then dissipated in a plume of smoke. 
 
    And then they were upon us. Hundreds of wailing ghosts, blood dripping from their stomachs and necks, in some cases even their eyes. 
 
    I stood frozen to the ground, fighting the feeling that I was about to faint. If I were to pass out there…I banished the thought. 
 
    A couple of ghosts swirled around me, but didn’t stop. 
 
    I forced myself to walk over to the nearest tree and crouch down next to it, hiding at least the lower part of my body within a patch of tall grass. That was a mistake, as the movement called attention to the fact that someone was trying to slip away. I was immediately accosted by the ghost of a woman with a scarred face, blood dripping from her mouth, her eyes, a hole punctured through her stomach, another through her throat. She spoke in a horribly raspy voice. “Do not abandon us. Cordrina promised you would help us.” 
 
    Me, personally? Or did she mean all of us? And how could Cordrina promise such a thing? We weren’t slaves or indentured servants or anything. We were students. If we didn’t want to help…if we couldn’t help…and we wanted to take an F in whatever the hell we were supposed to do there, that was our right. 
 
    I tried to stare down the ghost, to react in defiance. I couldn’t do it. I looked away. Her face was monstrous. And yet…Was she evil, or simply ravished and tortured by evil itself? 
 
    Tears flowed down her face, mixing with blood, creating a river of inconsolable loss. “Please. You have to help me.” 
 
    I had no conscious control over the words that escaped my mouth. They left like bats from a cave at twilight, simply following instinct and habit. “What do you need? How may I help?” 
 
    I thought perhaps she tried to smile. Her face twisted itself into a grimace, blood and skin contorting itself into a frightening expression. “I…we…need you to find something and do the right thing with it. We will never be free until you do. There’s a church next to the village where you’ll be staying. Saint George Church. There is also a monastery. There are hidden rooms within the church library. There you will find information about atrocities that happened here, atrocities that went beyond even what Vlad Țepeș did, atrocities that have condemned some of our people to walk the Earth for all eternity. You will find additional materials in another library located within a monastery connected to the church. Saint George killed a dragon that demanded human sacrifice. The priests and monks at Saint George did no such thing. However, they kept meticulous records. Go find them.” 
 
    Did she mean that she and all the ghosts who’d descended upon us will never be free unless I help them? I swear ghosts pick up the scent of ghost whisperers as soon as they enter an area. 
 
    A vision appeared before me. A beautiful young girl, maybe ten years old, wisps of dark hair blowing across her face, green eyes peeking out, happiness dancing across her laughing mouth and sparkling eyes. Then, a man approaching, opening his mouth. Teeth as sharp as knives. 
 
    Bloodied tears flowed down the cheeks of the scarred ghost who’d approached me. “That’s my daughter. I died in 1459. Look through the church records. Find out what happened to her. It will bring me whatever peace I might have this side of the grave. Her situation will lead to others who met a similar fate. Bring us peace, as many of us as you can. My daughter’s name is Florentina cel Mare. Please…” 
 
    Her shape became nearly invisible, giving the appearance that only her haunted eyes remained suspended in the air in front of me. Pleading. Begging. Then she disappeared completely. 
 
    In an instant, the Witches Pond returned to its normal appearance before the arrival of the spirits. 
 
    Cordrina shouted loudly enough for all of us to hear. “Thank you for coming. I’m always so happy to meet the new foreign exchange students who come to our country from Ocean View College. You’re such a talented bunch. Your internship adds immeasurably to our country.” 
 
    Chills ran up my spine and scratched at the base of my skull. I swear I leveled up into an entirely new game at that moment. I had no idea what the rules were, or even if there were any. I felt lost and frightened. I wanted to go home. I envied Kai and her peaceful internship at a Buddhist monastery. Apparently, I’d be going to a monastery, too. However, it seemed that the one I’d be visiting held some nasty secrets, making it the polar opposite of peaceful. And knowing the line of work I was training for, it was probably haunted. 
 
    Something dawned on me. I sincerely hoped the church wasn’t called Saint George because a balaur, a multi-headed dragon native to Romania, stalked the grounds. Trust me, I was no Saint George and I had no intention of slaying it. That was way beyond my skill level. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 19 
 
    After the Witches Pond, we went back to our rooms to pack. Then we hopped on the bus to go to the village where we’d spend the rest of the semester. 
 
    Carrie and I were quiet the entire way. We were both shell-shocked and numb. 
 
    I wasn’t ready for whatever we were expected to do. Find out what happened to the little girl of a woman who was impaled on a spike back in the fifteenth century? And let the woman know what happened to her daughter, I guess? I felt every muscle in my body tense. I did not want to go back to Poenari Castle to search the ghost woman out. I wanted to leave that all behind. 
 
    And what was the second thing I had to do? Figure out what happened to another little girl, Florentina cel Mare? And report back to her mother in the Witches Pond? Again, I wanted to leave that all behind. 
 
    When I’d set off for Romania, I’d expected our sightseeing days at the beginning of the trip to be carefree and fun. The fact that a mug shaped like Dracula’s head, allowing me to drink beverages from the vampire’s painted skull, was the most fun part pretty much sums up how carefree everything had been. 
 
    As I looked at the scenery passing by outside the window, something dawned on me. The two ghosts who’d come to me for help were two mothers who had waited centuries to find their daughters and make sure they were OK. Although they looked horribly frightening, they must have been good people. It would be beyond fantastic to have a mother like that, to have someone so determined to protect you, they wouldn’t let go even after suffering a horrible death. What I wouldn’t give to have been loved like that. It would have changed everything in how I approached the world. I would have set out with optimism rather than fear. 
 
    I closed my eyes and fell into a deep sleep to avoid thinking anymore about where I’d been and what I had to do. 
 
    I woke when we arrived at our village. 
 
    It was exactly as it had appeared in the magical spell we’d experienced on the cruise ship! I felt so happy. The village now had a feeling of familiarity. The cottages and the road where they were located, all surrounded by forest, had a very cozy feel. It was like coming home to a place where I belonged. 
 
    The bus driver handed us our suitcases as we stepped outside. 
 
    Carrie and I walked together to our individual cottages. She was as happy as I was about the place where we’d be staying. We’d been silent on the bus. Suddenly, we started talking, mostly pointing to things and saying, “I remember that!” 
 
    When we reached the section of road between our two cottages that were directly across from each other, I asked Carrie if she’d like to come over for tea after she got settled. She said, “Absolutely! That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    As I made my way up the stairs to my cottage, I discovered the little black cat I’d seen under the magic spell hiding behind a clay pot that had been filled with flowers during my virtual visit here. Now that the weather was cold, only a few brown stalks rose from the soil. “Why, hello there, cutie-pie! How are you?” 
 
    The cat watched me carefully with its intense greenish-gold eyes. It turned out it was watching my every move in order to figure out when I’d open the door and allow it to slip inside. It moved so quickly, I nearly tripped over it. Making a mad dash to the couch, it hopped up and continued watching me from there. It seemed very much at home. I wondered if it had lived here with the previous student. 
 
    Giving the cat time to get used to me, I went about unpacking my suitcases. I hung some of my clothes in the hall closet and stuffed the rest of them into the dresser in the bedroom section of the main room. Then I went about placing the dream pillow I’d made under the pillow on the bed and placing the spell bags in strategic spots for protection. I hung one on the wall above the front door, another one on the wall at the head of my bed and another one on a wall in the hallway near the trapdoor. 
 
    When I finished that, I went to check out the kitchen. An assortment of herbal teas and packets of coffee had been placed in between the enamel-coated teapot decorated with pink flowers and the stack of ceramic cups. The display looked warm and inviting, adding to the overall cozy feeling of the place. Peeking inside the small refrigerator, I found a bottle of milk, a few sodas and a few bottles of juice. There were also some cold meats and butter. In one of the cabinets, I found a loaf of bread and some snacks. That was all very thoughtful. 
 
    I sat down on the couch to wait for Carrie. The cat walked toward me, but stopped about a foot away, to observe and make sure I was friendly, I guess. 
 
    Finally, a knock on the door. I invited Carrie in and asked if she’d like coffee or tea. She asked for lavender tea, so I made a pot for both of us. 
 
    As soon as Carrie and I sat on the couch, the cat jumped down and leapt up onto my bed where it could carefully observe us from a distance. 
 
    I took a sip of tea. “Mmmm, this is good!” 
 
    Carrie tried hers. “Oh, wow. Exceptionally good.” She sighed. “That was some day, wasn’t it? Actually, the past two days were…intense. I’m not sure I’m ready for this internship.” 
 
    I felt less alone. “Same here. What happened to you at Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond? Did you have visions at either of those places?” 
 
    Carrie looked at me with an odd expression on her face. “Visions?” 
 
    Oh, no. It was just me. I’d hallucinated. I told myself not to freak out. There was no doubt toxic scum in the pond which had affected me, and I’m sure Poenari Castle had mold or mushrooms or something growing in the soil. Plus Cordrina may have put us under a powerful spell. 
 
    When I didn’t answer, Carrie elaborated. “Did you have visions? I didn’t. I was approached by a ghost in both locations.” She took another sip of tea. “They both had harrowing stories. They’d both been impaled by Vlad Țepeș. They both needed me to do something for them.” 
 
    I felt light-headed. “Ahhh. Yeah, I had the same experience. I’d started thinking that perhaps I’d been hallucinating or Cordrina had put us under a spell to make us visualize things, you know like the way we traveled to this village when we were actually on a cruise ship.” 
 
    Carrie looked over at the cat. “I hadn’t thought about that. I feel it was all real, though. I think we’re really supposed to help those ghosts. Who approached you, by the way? I wonder if we all saw the same people.” 
 
    I told Carrie about the ghosts I’d seen and their stories. 
 
    She listened attentively, her brows furrowing. “Ahhh, that’s not who I saw. At Poenari, a young man approached me. He wants me to find out what happened to his wife. At the Witches Pond, I was approached by a young woman who wants me to find her impaler. Can you imagine? If he wasn’t already dead, I’d want to kill him myself.” 
 
    Bringing my feet up underneath me on the sofa, I hugged my knees for comfort. “It sounds like we each have our own cases to solve. I’d hoped it wasn’t that way. I’d hoped we’d all be working on the same thing. This is incredibly frightening. I hardly want to mess with Vlad the Impaler or any of his henchmen.” 
 
    Carrie changed the subject rather abruptly. “Yeah. Hey, did you get your schedules?” 
 
    “Schedules? No.” 
 
    Standing up and walking over to the kitchen table, she picked up some papers lying there. “Here. There’s a schedule for today and your class schedule for the semester.” 
 
    I waved for her to give them to me. “Oh, let me see.” 
 
    I looked through the papers while Carrie went over and crouched down next to the bed to talk to the cat. 
 
    I commented as I read. “Hey, there’s a dining hall and a school building! I had no idea.” 
 
    Carrie looked over at me. “Yeah, right down the road, apparently.” 
 
    “Dinner at 6:00.” 
 
    I looked at my course schedule… 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, Second Semester Junior Year, Romania Foreign Exchange Program: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    Internship work 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Dealing with the Ghosts of Those Who Died Traumatically and Have Unfinished Business 
 
    2:00 PM: Romanian Ruins 
 
    4:00 PM: Introduction to the Crystal Ball 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    Internship work 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Dealing with the Ghosts of Those Who Died Traumatically and Have Unfinished Business 
 
    2:00 PM: Romanian Ruins 
 
    4:00 PM: Introduction to the Crystal Ball 
 
    Friday: 
 
    Internship work 
 
      
 
    I looked up from my reading. Carrie and the cat appeared to be at a standoff, quietly observing each other. 
 
    Breaking the silence in the room, I said, “This schedule seems light, although I’m guessing it’s not. I’m guessing our internship will be pretty intense.” I offered my semester schedule to Carrie. “Here, check this out. Do you have the same schedule?” 
 
    Carrie stood up and walked over to me. The cat watched her every move as she took the sheet of paper and looked it over. “Yeah. Exact same schedule. Did you see the date? We start tomorrow. With our internship.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. I hadn’t seen the date. Our internship started tomorrow. Wow, I was so not ready for that. 
 
    We spent a couple of hours chatting and playing a board game we found in the hall closet. Then we headed out for dinner. 
 
    The walk to the dining hall was awesome. We were totally out in the country. No sounds from cars. No pollution. Just trees and birds and a bright blue sky filled with white fluffy clouds. The weather was chilly; but I felt fine with my sweater and jacket, along with a hat and gloves. 
 
    The dining hall was another stone cottage, just bigger than our individual cottages. There was a kitchen in back and a main room filled with long tables. The food was great: rich homemade Romanian pork goulash with sour cream; and on the side, polenta and slices of warm bread with butter. For dessert, there was vargabéles or sweet cottage cheese noodle pie! I was so excited! I’d had that at my first meeting of the Romanian Foreign Exchange Students Club back at Ocean View, and I’d made it myself for my final class in Romania: Real-World Culture and Magical Culture and for my mom, my Aunt Hazel and Kai on Christmas night. I knew that dessert inside and out. 
 
    Suddenly, I felt quite emotional. Over a dessert, for heaven’s sake! But it wasn’t exactly that. It was much more than that. I realized once again that although each individual class and each individual lesson back at Ocean View felt like minimal preparation for dealing with ghosts and all their problems, the information I’d learned year after year kept piling up in the same way that page after page in a book eventually adds up to a nice collection of knowledge. I hoped to God that all the classes I’d taken on Romania and ghost whispering and witchcraft had prepared me to deal with the ghosts of people whose lives had been cut short by the monster Vlad Țepeș when he’d had them impaled. 
 
    I shivered. Whether I was ready or not, that was apparently my assignment. 
 
    After dinner, we were taken on a tour of the school building. About the size of many elementary school buildings in cities back in the States, it was made from the same type of stone as the other buildings. It had four floors filled with classrooms, a few labs, a couple of large meeting rooms and offices for teachers and administrators. 
 
    That night, everyone stepped outside to watch a meteor shower hurtling across the night sky. It was incredibly visible, as were the stars that seemed to have multiplied overnight. The sky was so incredibly clear and dark and vast. Everything capable of reflecting light glittered like diamonds. 
 
    Finally, a seed of hope had sprouted in my thoughts about Romania. I was beginning to feel at home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    The next day, we had to show up at 11:00 AM in a classroom on the second floor of the school building for instructions regarding our internship. 
 
    Dr. Gheata was in charge of the internship. It turned out she was the only full-time professor living in our village. She had a cottage slightly larger than ours down a narrow path from our road. Other professors lived nearby and commuted daily to teach classes. 
 
    Her blue-gray eyes looked more rested than on the day we’d first met her, although the wrinkles on her face suggested a kind of endless weariness. Rather than having her white hair gathered into a bun, it was now falling loosely to her shoulders. She was wearing a navy blue dress with a white knitted shawl and flat leather shoes. 
 
    The classroom was very different than the ones I’d grown used to at Ocean View College with all their smart boards that changed colors and their smart pens and laptops and huge rooms. This classroom was the size of an elementary school classroom. It reminded me, actually, of my own days in elementary school. There was a wall of windows on one side and an old-fashioned blackboard in front of the room complete with a ledge holding chalk in a variety of colors and several erasers. 
 
    Dr. Gheata handed us sheets of paper with instructions for our internship. She reminded us not to lose them. Although she told us she’d emailed us copies, there was no fancy homework site with additional details or updated information or anything. 
 
    The instructions were minimal. Basically, we were to try to help the ghosts who’d approached us at Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond. Dr. Gheata explained the purpose of our internship. “Romania has been wonderful to Ocean View College. They’ve been open and hospitable to having students practice and develop their magical skills here. Not every country would allow such a thing. There’s a lot of superstition regarding people like us in many places throughout the world. In return for Romania’s generosity, we help them with some of their most serious paranormal situations. As you can guess, when Vlad Țepeș murdered so many people so brutally, he opened up a huge problem in the space between the mortal and immortal planes. Many spirits refused to move so far beyond the mortal plane that they couldn’t watch over the loved ones they left behind. This happens, by the way, in almost every place where there’s been mass slaughter. If you look into places where such atrocities have happened, you’ll usually find reports of ghosts and hauntings. At the end of your internship after you’ve helped the ghosts who approached you the best that you can, you’ll be expected to write a report as well-researched and in-depth as a graduate school thesis. I highly advise you add a section on other places known for being haunted where mass slaughter once took place. It will give you some background as to the extent of the problem. After wars in which explosive weapons are left behind, technicians go in to take care of them before a civilian is injured by accidentally exploding them. We’re doing the same in regard to the paranormal fallout left behind. Vlad the Impaler committed so many atrocities and murders in this part of Romania, it will take years for our staff and students to clean up the mess and help the spirits haunting the area to move on.” 
 
    Walking across the front of the room, Dr. Gheata paused by a window and gazed outside. At that moment, a flock of birds took flight from a tree branch, appearing to head for the sun. Turning back to us, she said, “You have the rest of the day to begin your internship project. I’d recommend starting with research. You’ve been granted access to two libraries: the one at Saint George Church and the other at Saint George Monastery. You’re also allowed to search the church records that contain important information like local births, Baptisms and deaths. I’m the advisor for all internship projects. You’ll meet with me every two weeks. In the meantime, feel free to contact me with any questions. To get into the libraries, you have to bring your student I.D. Just wear your lanyard. That works best as it will be obvious to everyone that it’s OK for you to be there. In the papers I gave you, there are two maps: one showing the way to get to the church and monastery and the other, a map of their property and buildings. Good luck with your projects!” 
 
    And that was it. We were free to go. It seemed like I’d graduated from whatever level of maturity I’d been at last year to some brand new level that felt an awful lot like adulthood. Although it brought me a whole lot more freedom in how to use my time, it also made me feel uncomfortable. 
 
    After lunch (meatball soup and deep-fried breaded yellow cheese, plus a Romanian donut for dessert which was a fried donut stuffed with soft white cheese and topped with sour cream and fruit compote…yum!) Carrie and I decided to head on over to the church to see what we could find. 
 
    The church and monastery were only a two-mile walk from our village. To get there, we walked through an open field and then through a forest. Like our village, their grounds were completely surrounded by forest. 
 
    The church was old and made from stone. In places, things were crumbling; but mostly it was in pretty good shape. We wandered the grounds a bit before going inside. We found a graveyard bordered by a wooden fence and filled with gravestones both new and ancient. On some, you could barely read the inscription. 
 
    I felt chilled to the bone and anxious. 
 
    The church wasn’t the only building in sight. There were maybe five or six scattered about. I assumed the closest and largest one must be where the priests lived. 
 
    Hesitantly, we opened the door to the library. It was magnificent. Old and rustic, but filled with books as far as the eye could see. The bottom floor had bookshelves lining every wall, with the middle section filled with tables where one could read and work. Gazing upward, you could see floors filled with bookshelves, small desks placed here and there along the railings. 
 
    We found a check-in desk on the other side of the room. Nervously, I explained why we were there. An old priest, hunched over and peering at us through glasses that had slid down his nose, asked to see our identification. Carrie and I lifted up the I.D. badges on our lanyards. He squinted so hard, I wondered if he could make out any of our personal information or if he only recognized the shape of our badges. He grunted and then waved at us, I supposed inviting us to stay. “Yes. Yes. You qualify. Help yourselves to our materials.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure where to start. We sat down at a table along the side of the room, out of the way, to quietly discuss what to do next. We decided to begin by simply exploring the entire library, to get the lay of the land. 
 
    In our exploration, I found an entire floor devoted to books about Vlad Țepeș. I decided that was where I’d begin my research on my next internship day. I ran my hand across a row of spines. It reminded me of my first impression of the leather-bound hardcovers on Natalie’s shelves, although most of these were much older. I grabbed one of the spines and removed the book from the shelf where it had been carefully placed. The cover was so worn, it made me think about all the generations of people who had handled it. Did remnants of those people still live here—perhaps oil from their hands deeply embedded in the leather, keeping the cover from drying out, or random skin cells pressed into the paper made from ancient trees? If so, ghosts haunted these pages. 
 
    I shivered and returned the book to its resting place. 
 
    After exploring the library, Carrie and I wandered over to the monastery. 
 
    The grounds along the way were spacious, with endless lawn and trees. Plots of land bordered by fences made from wooden stakes suggested that in warmer weather beautiful gardens grew there. Grapevines draped their old withered arms over trellises and reached for the ground, as though searching for a grave in which to rest their weary winter selves. 
 
    When we finally reached the monastery, we found the door locked. We pulled on a rope that rang a bell inside the building. Like the church, the monastery was made from stone. 
 
    We waited for what seemed an eternity. As we were turning to leave, the heavy wooden door opened, whining on its hinges as though complaining about trespassers or the whole idea of sunlight falling across its threshold. 
 
    The person staring at us from the opening was an old monk. He was wearing what looked like an incredibly uncomfortable brown woolen robe tied at the waist with a rope. He had gray hair cut short; the top of his head was bald. He seemed annoyed at our intrusion. 
 
    Carrie spoke first. “Hello. We’re Ocean View College students. We were told we could use your library.” 
 
    We lifted up the badges on our lanyards to prove our qualifications. 
 
    The old monk nodded. Turning, he said, “Follow me.” 
 
    We followed him down a hallway that seemed ancient. The floor and walls were made of stone. The ceiling, made from the same material and supported by pillars, arched overhead. It was like walking through an underground tunnel. At the end of this long passageway, we took so many twists and turns down narrower hallways, I started having a panic attack out of the creeping fear I’d never be able to find my way back. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the library, another space carved out of stone. Although this was smaller than the church library, it still held a lot of shelves filled with books and manuscripts. Another monk, a much younger man, probably in his early thirties, with thick dark hair and a long nose, sat in a chair at the far end of the room. He nodded at the monk who had brought us there. 
 
    Before leaving, the older monk pointed at a door against the far wall. “Next time, come to that door over there. That’s the library entrance. If you have any questions, ask Brother Emil.” 
 
    I had to work really hard to stifle a giggle. I wanted to howl with laughter, I felt so relieved we didn’t have to find our way back. I felt amused by how frightened I’d been. 
 
    I smiled at Brother Emil. He stared back with what seemed serious and concerned eyes. I was beginning to arrive at the conclusion that even though we were supposed to be helping Romania and even though the church and monastery were supposed to be giving us access to their records in order to assist us in clearing their country of troubled ghosts, the priests and monks really didn’t want us there. Somehow, I had to get past caring about that. I had to learn how to focus on doing research in these libraries. 
 
    Carrie and I explored the shelves. There were a lot of very old books in this place, some containing histories of Romanian families. That seemed promising. And there were lots of old manuscripts. 
 
    After an hour looking through the shelves, Carrie and I headed back to our village. 
 
    Back at my cottage, I made myself a cup of lavender tea and texted all my friends from Ocean View: Kai, Natalie, Apple, Dakota, Trinity, Summer, Maeve and Zi. I needed to be grounded by those with whom I was close and with whom I had an earlier, more normal life. Perhaps they felt the same. They all texted back within minutes. I spent a couple of hours in text discussion with my friends now scattered all across the globe. For that brief time, we were together and connected. When I finished and clicked off my phone, the cat that had taken up residence in my cottage climbed into my lap and let me pet her. As she revved up her purring, I relaxed and told myself that everything would be OK. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 21 
 
    The next day, I had regular classes. 
 
    Dealing with the Ghosts of Those Who Died Traumatically and Have Unfinished Business promised to be helpful. The professor was Dr. Nicolae Vladimirescu, a ghost whisperer. He was an old man, I’m guessing in his seventies or eighties. He reminded me of Dumbledore in the Harry Potter movies or Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings movies. He seemed kind and in possession of wisdom, but old and burdened by things he knew. Like Dr. Gheata, he was born and raised in Romania, went to Ocean View College for undergraduate and graduate school, and then returned to Romania to teach. In introducing himself, he remarked, “If I don’t point this out, others will, I’m sure. Every semester, someone does. My last name, Vladimirescu, means ‘son of Vladimir.’ Every semester, rumor has it I’m the son of Vlad the Impaler.” He rolled his eyes. Squinting at us over the rim of his glasses, he chuckled. “Now, wouldn’t that be something? I’d be hundreds of years old.” 
 
    He gave us some helpful tips in our first class. He told us that number one in dealing with ghosts, we had to control our fear. Number two, we needed to realize that ghosts tend to react to emotional pain the same way that living human beings do. “When they come on strong with anger or aggression, that’s often a sign they’re in a lot of emotional pain. Don’t get scared. Don’t take it personally. Don’t think they want to hurt you. What they really want from you as a ghost whisperer is help. You can do that for them, or at least you can try. That’s all they want.” Number three, always react to them with calm and a sense that you know what you’re doing. He chuckled after giving that last tip. “Even if you have no idea. Trust me, lots of experts have no idea. However, they do have a bag of tools and you do, too. Just keep searching until you find the right one.” 
 
    My Romanian Ruins class was great. It was taught by Dr. Owain Knethell. He was a ghost whisperer from Wales. He went to Ocean View College for undergraduate classes in ghost whispering and for graduate classes in both ghost whispering and archaeology. He became so fascinated by Romania while on an archaeology expedition there, he decided to teach in Ocean View’s Romanian foreign exchange program upon completion of his Ph.D. He was in his thirties, in great shape and full of energy. He told us about a wild and scary archaeology dig where they unwittingly released a lot of ghosts upon opening coffins they discovered underground. His insights into dealing with unhappy ghosts were quite helpful. 
 
    My Introduction to the Crystal Ball class was taught by a local middle-aged Romanian woman, Mrs. Cristina Ciobanu, who was both a ghost whisperer and fortune teller. She was heavyset, had thick brown hair and mischievous brown eyes. The first day of class she wore a bright pink dress with a yellow scarf wrapped around her head, large hoop earrings and a rather generous application of eye shadow and bright pink lipstick. She told us she was going to teach us how to use the crystal ball not only as a device for looking into the future, but also as a device for looking into ourselves. I wasn’t at all sure I liked that idea. Then she handed out the crystal balls, one for each of us. Apparently, they’d fallen victim to many years of careless treatment by students. Mine was scratched up so badly, it looked like it had gotten into a fight with a cat, losing out to being a shiny object in the sharp claws of its opponent. 
 
    It seemed most of the crystal balls were just as bad. One brave student raised her hand to complain about it. Mrs. Ciobanu laughed. “If you can’t look through obstacles to get at the heart of things, you won’t do well as a ghost whisperer. Trust me on that.” 
 
    Hmmm. It sounded like the perfect excuse for saving money by handing out flawed equipment rather than replacing it. 
 
    In regard to the condition of those crystal balls, how does a thing like that even happen? You’d think this was bowling class for P.E. credit, the way those orbs must have been thrown around and dropped. It was a magical tool for seeing into the future, for goodness sake. I mean, can you imagine what would have happened had Ocean View students, rather than Frodo, been put in charge of taking care of the One Ring? Oooops. Sorry about that. Didn’t realize it was so important. 
 
    After classes, I felt I needed some quiet time alone. The introvert part of me was starved for solitude. I mostly stayed inside my cottage, reading from the textbooks we’d been given. They’d been delivered to each cottage, dropped off on our doorsteps while we were in class. 
 
    My little black cat friend started scratching at the door, so I let her out to go wherever she wanted to go. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 22 
 
    Carrie and I agreed we’d sleep in the next day, grab brunch at the cafeteria and then head on over to the church and monastery libraries to do research. 
 
    The day started off gloriously. I woke to sunlight streaming in through my kitchen window, the black cat warming herself in a pool of sunlight on the kitchen table. The enamel-coated teapot and ceramic cups sparkled in the golden light. Shadows of tree branches waving in the wind outside danced through my kitchen like people happy to be alive. 
 
    I stretched and yawned and rolled over on my side, watching the delightful scene. 
 
    Finally, I got up and put food in a bowl for the cat. I decided to name her Mystique, as I’d called her in the dream I’d had about her last semester, since no one in our village seemed to know her name. One of the chefs who owned a couple of cats had given me enough cat food to last quite a while. Since Mystique seemed to like my place, she basically became my roommate. I’d say she became my pet, but that wouldn’t be fair. When I left Romania, I couldn’t take her with me. So, roommate it was. Thank goodness she was a much better creature than the version of Mystique in my dream. 
 
    Brunch was amazing as usual. I piled my plate high with eggs, pancakes, bacon, sausage and a couple of pastries, washing it all down with orange juice and coffee. 
 
    Fortified perhaps more by fat than vitamins, my head cleared by both the fat and sugar sparking my neurons to life and the caffeine giving them an extra boost, I headed off with Carrie to do research at the church and monastery libraries. 
 
    I had no idea what I was looking for in the libraries. I just knew they had a lot of records and books on the history of the area. Doing research in an old library filled with ancient books and manuscripts is the exact opposite of running a search through Google. Whereas Google involves a smart computer brain running through all the possible related material and pinpointing exactly what you asked for, searching the old libraries is like a combination of hide-and-seek and Whac-A-Mole. You can chase the answer for hours and find that, over and over again, it disappears like the vanishing mole. What you thought might be the answer turns out to be nothing of the sort. Close, but no cigar. 
 
    I had four names to find: Lăcrămioara Dragavei and her daughter Luminița from Poenari Castle, and Florentina cel Mare and whatever her mother’s name might be from the Witches Pond. They weren’t famous people, though. It wasn’t like I could find books specifically written about them as easily as I could if I was researching Vlad Țepeș. That guy had an entire floor in a church library devoted to him. Which was quite ironic, when you think about it. He was a complete monster, yet he had an entire floor of materials written about him stored in a church building. Same as if he was a saint, maybe better. But then it dawned on me: maybe that was in order to provide information on how to contain his monstrous brand of evil. That would be the job of the church, after all. 
 
    The walk to the church and monastery grounds was heavenly. The weather was crisp and cool. Winds blew the clouds across the bright blue sky like a child blowing bubbles through a wand. 
 
    When we stepped foot on the church grounds, a panic attack immediately gripped me. I felt chilled to the bone and anxious as all get-out, same as I’d felt when we’d found a graveyard on the property. I tried to shrug it off. I tried to think about other things. As we approached the first garden, I told myself to concentrate on imagining the beauty that must sprout there in spring and summer. I pretended that I could will it back to life. 
 
    I glanced over at Carrie. She looked as haunted as I felt. I tried to make light of the situation. “We’re really lucky to have access to so many books and manuscripts, don’t you think? Where do you want to go first: church or monastery?” 
 
    Carrie looked straight ahead. She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess the same as last time: church first, monastery next.” 
 
    I thought that sounded like a decent plan. “Sure.” Suddenly, I had an idea. “I think I’ll look through the stuff on Vlad Țepeș. Maybe, just maybe, there will be a list of people he killed or something.” 
 
    Carrie shrugged again. Although she had a woolen hat on, strands of red hair were blowing around her face. She wiped them away from her mouth. “Maybe. I doubt they were important enough for him to have recorded their deaths. But, who knows? It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    When we walked into the church library, I noticed a very different person at the check-in desk than last time. Carrie and I exchanged glances as we walked toward him. He was a young guy dressed in regular clothes, tight jeans and a black sweater. He looked like a model, which contrasted sharply with the priest we’d seen here last time. He gazed at us with his dark green eyes in a way that made me feel he was searching our souls. He hung on every word we said, and we probably said way too many. I babbled on, practically explaining the entire history of Ocean View College and how we’d ended up in Romania before getting to the point about how we were there to do research. 
 
    He listened as though I was spectacularly interesting, which I knew I wasn’t. When he smiled, it was as though sunlight had broken through the walls of the library. I noticed a dimple in his chin. “Sure. I just need to see your I.D.” 
 
    I held mine up first. When he said, “Galactic Shade Griffin,” I said, “I go by Shade,” as if in a dream. He smiled, once again bringing light into the room. “Shade, then. You’re good to go.” When he said my name, it had the same effect as if a chorus of angels had begun singing right then and there. 
 
    When Carrie lifted up the I.D. on her lanyard and he said her name, I felt incredibly jealous. It made no sense. I knew nothing about this guy, but then feelings like that are irrational. 
 
    As we made our way up to the floor with the books on Vlad Țepeș, I tried to stifle the crazy feelings of anger I felt toward Carrie. I wanted to trip her or something. I had visions of throwing her over the balcony, but then felt jealous of my own imagined scenario of the guy in the black sweater catching her in his arms and whisking her away somewhere. 
 
    Concentrate. I told myself to knock it off and concentrate. It worked. Either that or I’d stepped beyond the gravitational field of the guy downstairs and was back in charge of my faculties. 
 
    We ended up spending a couple of hours in the church library. I had no idea we’d been there that long until I happened to look at my cell phone. I’d gotten completely absorbed in the research I was doing. 
 
    I’d discovered some incredibly disturbing information about the ways in which people had viewed Vlad Țepeș. Despite his insanely barbaric deeds, some had considered him a hero. There were quite a few books in which poets and historians had held Vlad Țepeș in high regard for doing what they felt needed to be done in the interest of his nation. 
 
    For example, in the epic poem Țiganiada, or Gypsy Epic, written by the Romanian poet Ion Budai-Deleanu in the eighteenth century, Vlad Țepeș was actually described as a hero who’d fought against the Wallachian nobles, Ottomans and…get this…strigoi, vampires and other evil spirits at the head of an army of gypsies and angels. *[See footnote #6 at end of book.] That’s crazy. To some people, Vlad the Impaler was a vampire. To others, he was the leader of an army of gypsies and angels fighting to vanquish vampires and strigoi. One man’s evil is another man’s holiness, it seems. That was rather disturbing. It implied that goodness and evil were all relative—like beauty, something determined in the eye of the beholder. And it went beyond that. One could be labeled a vampire or a vampire hunter, depending on whose team you were on. To your team, you could be a saint, even if you were actually a devil. And vice versa: a saint could be impaled on a stake. 
 
    I did find a lot of books describing Vlad the Impaler as a sick pup. In addition to his horrific treatment of human beings, there were rumors he’d cut rats into pieces while imprisoned, indicating a perverse fascination with violence. 
 
    After two hours, I still hadn’t found anything on the names of the people Vlad Țepeș had murdered, only books presenting him from two completely different points of view. 
 
    I felt both disgusted and shocked by what I’d found. Carrie had discovered the same thing. We discussed this nonstop on our way over to the monastery. 
 
    This time, we made our way around to the correct door: the back one that led directly into the library. Along the entire length of the side wall, rose bushes clutched at the wall with thorny fingertips. I realized the garden beds must add beautiful colors here in warmer weather, soft rose petals bursting with brilliance against the old stone, but for now everything was cold and barren. 
 
    When we reached the back door, it reminded me of the main entrance to The Castle by the Sea. It was a heavy wooden door in the shape of an arch, although this one had been painted brown rather than blue. We tried the door handle, but it was locked. I banged against the door with the heavy metal ring serving as knocker. No one answered. 
 
    We stood around, waiting, when suddenly the door swung open an inch. 
 
    Slowly, Carrie pushed it open and peeked inside. When she stepped across the threshold, I followed. 
 
    I looked around. “Hello?” 
 
    As Carrie pushed the door closed, I suddenly realized how bright the sun had been that day. The room had no windows, something I hadn’t noticed before, and it took a while for my eyes to adjust. 
 
    A young man stepped out from behind a bookshelf. My word. He was as attractive as the guy in the church library. What was happening? It was like all the old priests and monks had been replaced by hunks. I stifled a giggle. That sounded like the title for some offbeat reality show: Monks to Hunks. 
 
    This guy had red hair, green eyes and freckles, same as Carrie. He was dressed practically the same as the other guy, except he was wearing a hunter green sweater rather than a black one. Again, Monks to Hunks popped into my mind. Monks in Hunks, going from robes to fashion clothes. 
 
    Whatever. Like the other guy, this one was also gorgeous. 
 
    What was happening? 
 
    I guess Carrie and I had been tongue-tied. I hoped I hadn’t been staring like an idiot. The guy spoke first. “May I help you?” 
 
    Carrie answered for us, filling him in on who we were and why we were there. 
 
    When he asked to see our I.D.s, we walked over to him and I swear it was just like last time. I experienced a kind of swooning that felt totally out of my control. As with the library guy, it was like he had such a strong gravitational field, he pulled me toward him. I pictured him as a gorgeous planet and me a moon trapped within his orbit, spinning helplessly around him. 
 
    I don’t know if I acted flirtatiously or not, but Carrie certainly did. It would have been embarrassing except that the guy flirted back. 
 
    Well, good for her. I had research to do. 
 
    Wandering over to a shelf filled with documents, I carried a stack over to one of the tables and began sifting through them. Turns out they were just property deeds. What I needed was a list of people Vlad Țepeș had murdered. 
 
    My cell phone buzzed. Assuming it was a friend I couldn’t chat with just then, I almost ignored it. However, it turned out to be a text from Dr. Gheata: Please contact me at your earliest possible convenience. We have a situation that needs attending to. 
 
    I started to panic. The gears of my mind, always primed to worry, went into overdrive. 
 
    Had something happened to my mother? She’d already had a heart attack. Had she died? 
 
    Oh, no. My Aunt Hazel. What if she’d died? 
 
    What if it wasn’t my family at all? Had something happened to Apple? Had she been attacked again? 
 
    Or Kai. Or any of my friends overseas. Had something happened to them? 
 
    Or was it something more mundane, although it would jeopardize my entire future? Had I lost my scholarship or flunked a course? 
 
    I reread the text. Dr. Gheata said to contact her at my “earliest possible convenience.” That probably ruled out any kind of life-and-death situation. Althooough…What if she’d said that only because there wasn’t anything I could do, anyway, being all the way over here in Romania with my family and almost all my friends so far away? By the time I got to them, it might be too late. 
 
    I looked over at Carrie. She clicked her cell phone, then clicked it again before shoving it back in her pocket. She was still talking to the gorgeous redhead. She was never going to get any work done. 
 
    I tried to concentrate. I potentially had a life-and-death situation happening back home, although that was unlikely. In the meantime, I was over here in the monastery library in order to find information that would solve a life-and-afterlife situation. The two impaled mothers desperate to find their children had suffered long enough. It had been over five hundred years. Over five hundred awful years of emotional suffering following their deaths from torture that must have been worse than death itself. They deserved to be set free. 
 
    I returned the manuscripts to their shelf and pulled out a book about Vlad Țepeș. At the beginning of the book, I found a disclaimer that most historically accurate information about Vlad Țepeș had been written in Romanian, German and Russian. I felt totally defeated. I knew none of those languages and I didn’t have time to learn any of them in time to do my research. The semester ended in four months. The two women who had waited over five hundred years to be set free should hardly be made to wait while I learned a foreign language. I flipped to the copyright page. This book had been written in 1959. I closed the book and studied the cover. It had all the elements that lead me to think a book is ancient. Thick leather cover? Check. Worn cover suggesting that many people had handled it over the course of many years? Check. Worn pages suggesting the same? Check. 
 
    I decided to call it a day. I needed time to think through how I was going to continue my research. It was hard to process how to change course when I was worried about whatever news Dr. Gheata had in store for me. 
 
    On my way over to the shelf to return the book, I walked by Carrie. “I need to go. I’m done here for the day. You ready to go?” 
 
    The redheaded guy looked at me with a twinkle in his eye. Gravitational field. Moon being pulled closer and swept into elliptical orbit. 
 
    I shook my mind free. 
 
    I gave the guy what I think ended up being a lopsided smile. Something between I know I should smile at you because that’s simple etiquette and a grimace because I seriously need to get out of here. 
 
    He seemed OK with whatever. He smiled back. 
 
    Moon melting and turning to lava. 
 
    I focused on Carrie. “Are you ready to go?” 
 
    Carrie glared at me. “I didn’t do any research yet.” 
 
    Tell me something I don’t know. I clutched the book tightly against my chest. “I’m sorry. Did you see the message Dr. Gheata sent? I’m afraid something bad has happened.” 
 
    The look in the guy’s eyes completely changed. Although it was subtle, he looked threatening, as though entertaining menacing thoughts while trying to hide them. 
 
    I returned the book. Finally, Carrie agreed to leave. 
 
    I gathered up my things and headed toward the door. As I reached for the doorknob, I turned for one last glance at the guy who’d mesmerized Carrie and me. 
 
    With his back turned to us, he pulled a bookcase away from the wall behind it. It was a door! Beyond the door, candlelight flickered against stone walls. He stepped down and closed the door. Afterward, we heard footsteps descending what sounded like a stone staircase. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 23 
 
    On the way back to campus, we received another text from Dr. Gheata: Meeting tonight in classroom #12 at 7:00 PM. Try to make it. 
 
    Carrie and I had received the same message, so that ruled out a whole lot of my worries. Carrie wouldn’t be called to a meeting about any of my family members, and most likely not any of my Ocean View friends either. Phew. Huge relief. 
 
    We ate dinner right before heading over to the school building, getting there about five minutes before the meeting was supposed to start. 
 
    Dr. Gheta was already there, sitting behind the desk. Her face looked more worn than usual. She’d swept her hair into a bun at the back of her neck, but a lot of strands had broken free. She had wrapped a shawl around herself, as though she were cold. The heat in the building was working fine. It actually felt too warm to me. 
 
    The hands on the wall clock behind Dr. Gheata struck 7:00. Impatiently, she kept glancing at the door. 
 
    There were five of us in the room. After a sixth person entered, she closed the door. 
 
    Leaning against the desk, she told us the reason for the meeting. “I called all of you together because there’s a serious problem in a nearby village and our branch of Ocean View College has been asked to help. They’re desperate and they know what our faculty and students can do. You are the best students here. You came to us highly recommended by your professors. So, I’m asking for your help. Many people in the village have fallen ill with a mysterious illness that appears to be caused by magical forces. They need us to figure out what it is. There will be two teams working to solve the problem. All of you will be on a team with six witches. The other team will be made up of six ghost whisperers with six warlocks. The teams were arranged according to the groups that live closest to each other. We’re only a short walk away from the witches’ village. Scientists and medical experts have been called in as well, but it’s extremely unlikely we’re talking about a physical illness. It has all the earmarks of magic. Any questions?” 
 
    We all sat there without words. I’m guessing everyone felt as stunned as I was. This felt like a huge leap in responsibility, something only someone who’d graduated from college should be doing. 
 
    Dr. Gheata offered a tentative smile. “Anyone need to decline this invitation? We won’t force anyone who feels uncomfortable to take this on.” 
 
    No one raised their hand. I’m sure we all felt uncomfortable, but we were volunteering to help, rather than being forced. That gave us a certain measure of freedom. I figured we could all back out later if things got really bad. 
 
    Dr. Gheata reached behind her to grab a handful of papers. Handing them out, she said, “Here’s a map to the village, so that you’ll know where we’ll be going and to see the location of the village compared to ours. You’re excused from classes tomorrow. The professors will make sure you get any important information you miss. That way, you’ll have five full days to work on the problem: Thursday through Monday. A bus will pick you up in front of this building at 10:00 AM tomorrow morning. Is that a problem for anyone?” 
 
    Again, no one raised their hand. 
 
    We were all frogs now, like the guy who’d been turned into one in Dr. Marinescu’s class back on main campus. The expression about boiling frogs, how if you turned the heat up slowly enough, they didn’t realize it until it was too late and they boiled to death: that was us. We were slowly being steeped in the use of magic to fight evil, being pulled against all our fears and hesitancies to rise to the occasion. It felt like we were being changed through some awful application of heat into practicing ghost whisperers and witches before we even realized it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 24 
 
    The next day, those of us who were asked to help the stricken village hopped onto the bus waiting in front of our school building. 
 
    Carrie and I grabbed a seat toward the back. We rode in silence. 
 
    I repeated over and over again in my mind that we weren’t dealing with a contagious disease, but rather something caused by magic. I told myself I needed to see this in order to be prepared should I ever face such a thing in the future. Then I zoned out, watching trees and open fields rush by outside the window. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we picked up the group of student witches plus an older woman whom I assumed was one of their professors. A tall girl wearing a white ski jacket asked the bus driver something. He nodded. She then made an announcement: “I’m going to give all of you two spell bags: one that will provide protection, the other serving as a psychic shield to protect you from psychic attacks. You should keep these on you today.” She pointed out which was which. The dark blue silk one was for protection, the purple silk one for blocking psychic attacks. I thanked her as I took mine from her hand. The packets smelled heavenly. Protection smelled like rosemary, cedar and flowers. Psychic shield smelled mostly of rosemary and lemon. *[See footnote #7 at end of book.] 
 
    Dr. Gheata stood up next to introduce the other professor. “For all of my students, I’d like you to meet Dr. Sofia Dragomir. She has something to tell you.” 
 
    Standing in the middle of the aisle, Dr. Dragomir rested her hand on the back of a seat. She was an older woman, like Dr. Gheata. Her hair, gray rather than white, was thick and curly and fell to her shoulders. She was thin and had a wiry energy about her. She was wearing a black dress with purple sneakers. “Hello, ghost whisperers. As you might guess, I’m a witch. We’re honored to be working with you. I’ve discussed this with Dr. Gheata. Every Friday at 7:00 PM, we’d like to have you attend a class over in our village where we’ll teach you some easy spells that anyone can do. It will help you immensely in the work you’re about to do.” She started to give a smile that faltered, then returned to her seat. 
 
    Dr. Gheata stood up, then knelt on her seat in order to face us. “We’ll have a bus take you over to the witches’ village every Friday night. I’m going to make this class mandatory, as part of your internship.” She smiled. “Don’t worry. This will actually make it easier to get an A for your internship. Attendance will help you in the work you’re going to be doing and will give you extra credit.” 
 
    As soon as she sat down, the bus driver put the bus in gear and we took off for a destination I felt completely unsure about. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, we were there. 
 
    Stepping down from the bus, we walked into a setup for medical triage. We parked next to a field. There was a church on the far side. Houses formed a ring around the field, making it a kind of town center. Tents had been set up there. Children and adults were being carried into the tents on stretchers. 
 
    Dr. Gheata surveyed the scene. “Wait here. Let me see where we’re supposed to go.” Dr. Dragomir raised a hand in the air. Following our professor, she said, “Right. Wait here. We’ll be back.” 
 
    Huddling around in our jackets and scarves, breathing plumes of smoke into the cold air, we introduced ourselves. Everyone seemed nice enough. All of us were nervous except for one or two girls who seemed so overly confident, I wondered if they were actually more scared than the rest of us. 
 
    When the professors returned, Dr. Dragomir brought us up to speed on what was happening. “OK, it looks like there are medical teams and epidemiologists here taking blood samples. Romanian authorities in charge of the epidemic in this village want to leave no stone unturned. Everyone’s in agreement that whatever’s afflicting the people here has all the markers of being magically induced, caused by an evil spell, or hex. But that doesn’t mean such an illness can’t cause cell damage that can be picked up through blood samples. No stone unturned, remember. In the meantime, here’s what we’re going to do. Ghost whisperers, you have highly sensitive empathic abilities. We want you to talk with the patients. If they can’t talk, just hold their hand or sit beside them. Evaluate what you feel is going on with them. Witches, conduct an evaluation and prescribe whatever treatment you think will help. See that tent over there, the green one?” She pointed at the single tent in that color. All the rest were white. “That’s ours. It has a well-stocked apothecary. You can make potions and salves there. Also candles and incense, whatever you feel will help.” 
 
    Dr. Gheata added, “We want a team of one witch and one ghost whisperer to go into each tent.” Pointing at one ghost whisperer after another, she gave each of us a number from one to six. Dr. Dragomir did the same for the witches. 
 
    I was on Team #4, paired thankfully with a warm and friendly person: Kiara Pearson, a petite black girl with large eyes and dark curly hair. We introduced ourselves quickly, then headed off for the fourth tent from the spot where we were standing. 
 
    As I reached for the tent flap, I was nearly bowled over by a medical worker rushing to leave. She was dressed in medical scrubs and face mask, her eyes worried behind the plastic shield. She apologized only with body language, skirting around us and giving us an understanding glance. 
 
    Another woman dressed in scrubs rushed over. “You must be the magical team. We can certainly use your help. Please give your opinion on each patient here. At the foot of each bed, there’s a clipboard with the patient’s medical history. Please add your notes and sign.” 
 
    A monitor started beeping in an alarming way. A medical worker in blue scrubs rushed over to check it out. 
 
    The woman who’d greeted us said, “Excuse me,” and hurried over to lend a hand. 
 
    Kiara and I decided we’d start with the bed closest to us. 
 
    What I saw in the tent that day completely unnerved me. 
 
    Our first patient was a five-year-old boy with a strange rash over every visible part of his body: face, neck, arms, hands, feet. His eyes were distant, as though his soul had left his body when the pain became too much to bear. His mouth moved like that of a fish out of water, straining to get oxygen from a suffocating void. 
 
    I asked a nurse if he needed water. She pointed to a tube delivering hydration through the little boy’s arm. “He’s getting fluids intravenously. We tried giving him sips of water. He refuses each time.” 
 
    Sitting beside the tiny boy with drenched curly hair, his hands locked into fists, I became overwhelmed by emotion. I felt sadness, of course, but also a deeply unnerving sense of evil. It felt as though the Devil himself were hiding in some corner, staring at me, daring me to mess with the disease he’d perfectly constructed to destroy this child. 
 
    As we moved from patient to patient, it struck me how odd the illness was that had attacked this community. There were so many different symptoms, it looked like there were at least five or six different illnesses afflicting these people. Some had rashes; others didn’t. Some had fevers; others had a normal temperature. One young woman had such severe blistering on her face, it looked like she’d been burned. 
 
    After we’d visited all the patients and made notes in their charts, I went with Kiara to the witches’ tent. There, she prepared potions and salves that we carried back to the patients. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 25 
 
    That night, as you can imagine, I was totally and utterly exhausted. It had been a long day that had sapped both my physical and mental energy. 
 
    After dinner, I spent a couple hours reading for my classes the following week, as well as catching up on assignments from the classes I’d missed. 
 
    That was about all I could handle. My eyes started closing. Mystique had eaten her dinner and was curled up like a contented ball of fluff on the bed. I joined her. Her purring lulled me to sleep. 
 
    In the middle of the night, I was awakened by a loud squeal. Thinking that Mystique had hurt herself, I clicked the light on next to my bed. She was gone. 
 
    I felt too tired to drag myself out of bed; but I was so worried she’d gotten hurt, I went searching for her. A pair of glowing eyes observed me from the dark hallway. “Mystique! Come here. You OK, you silly fuzzball?” 
 
    She didn’t move, so I went to get her. 
 
    As I moved to the side, light I’d been blocking spilled weakly from the bedroom area into the hallway. Although much was in shadow, I could clearly see two immense claws clinging to the top of the trapdoor. The trapdoor was open! 
 
    My heart caught in my throat. I assumed Mystique had been eaten. 
 
    Once the thing saw me, it crawled out from the basement. It stank to high heaven. It looked like a man who had been skinned alive. It had enormous ears and teeth. 
 
    It came right up to my face, breathing into my nose. I withdrew from the stink that smelled like death and rot. 
 
    Grabbing me by the wrist, it dug its yellowed nails into my skin. 
 
    In the most horrible voice, it told me, “Do not mess with things you don’t understand. We are ancient. You are a child.” 
 
    As it bared its teeth, I let out a bloodcurdling scream. 
 
    Jumping up, I threw the covers off me. 
 
    Oh, thank God, it had just been a nightmare. 
 
    But then, looking into the living room area, I saw Mystique facing the hallway. Her hair stood on end. Her shoulders were hunched. Her ears were flattened and her teeth were bared. At that moment, she let out a frightening growl. She’d seen something that wasn’t a dream. 
 
    I felt scared to death, but I climbed out of bed and walked quietly to the edge of the hallway to see what was down there. The trapdoor was open! 
 
    Moving quickly like a mother protecting her child, I raced over to the gaping hole and slammed the door shut. I thought about picking Mystique up, but she was in full attack mode and I feared getting scratched to death. 
 
    A loud knock on my front door practically sent me over the edge. Startled, I screamed. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do. Our village was in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by forest. It wasn’t a good idea to open the door in the middle of the night. I decided to stay quiet and hoped they’d go away. 
 
    “Shade! Are you OK? It’s Selene from next door. I heard you screaming. Are you OK?” 
 
    Ahhh. Selene. Although my heart was beating out of control, I started to relax. My hands shaking and palms sweating, I fumbled with the doorknob. When I finally managed to open the door, I found Selene standing there in a nightgown and winter jacket, her feet shoved into boots, her hair wild around her face. 
 
    It was freezing cold outside. I invited her in. “Did I wake you? I had no idea I’d screamed that loud. It was…just…a nightmare.” I wasn’t sure that was true. 
 
    Selene shivered. Her face looked pale, making her freckles more obvious than usual. “I was already awake. I think I have something living in my basement. The trapdoor was open, and this thing…” 
 
    At that moment, my cell phone pinged. 
 
    Selene abandoned whatever she was going to say. 
 
    Excusing myself, I went over to the nightstand and grabbed my phone. It was Carrie: can i come over? 
 
    I typed: sure. 
 
    A few minutes later, Carrie knocked on the door. Her face was white as a sheet, making her freckles stand out like dark stars against clouds. Her red hair was tangled around her head like a tumbleweed. Wearing red-and-black plaid pajamas, she’d thrown a blanket around her shoulders. Grabbing her by the hand, I said, “Come on in. You’ll freeze to death out there.” 
 
    Stepping through the doorway, Carrie was startled to see Selene. “Oh, hi. How are you doing?” 
 
    Selene shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not sure, actually. I think there’s a wild animal living in my basement. The trapdoor was open and I saw this horrible-looking thing with sharp teeth and claws coming through the opening.” 
 
    Carrie let out a long breath. “Oh my God. Same here. That’s why I asked to come over. I’m really scared.” 
 
    I felt we needed to have a long talk. “Can I make you some tea?” 
 
    Both Carrie and Selene said, “Yes, please!” 
 
    “Lavender OK?” 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    While I went into the kitchen to make tea, they both focused on Mystique who had calmed down by then and was in serious need of pets and cuddles. After walking between the two girls over and over again, rubbing her head against their legs, she finally climbed into Carrie’s lap and curled into a ball. If she’d been a person, I’d say she curled into a fetal position. Truth be told, I felt like climbing into bed, pulling the covers over my head and tucking myself into the exact same position. 
 
    After handing everyone their cups of tea, I spent time piling logs in the fireplace and bringing flames to life. I felt chilled to the bone, in desperate need of warmth. 
 
    When I finally sat down, Selene started the conversation. “Do you think we have an infestation?” 
 
    Carrie ran her hand along Mystique’s back. “I don’t think we have an animal infestation.” 
 
    Selene and I waited for her to elaborate. 
 
    Pulling her phone out of the pocket of her pajamas, Carrie clicked the screen a few times, then handed the phone to me. “While you were making tea, I kept going over and over something in my mind, searching for something that was on the tip of my tongue. That’s it.” 
 
    I looked down at the screen. That’s exactly what I saw in my basement! “What is this?” 
 
    “Strigoi.” 
 
    Selene reached out her hand. “Let me see.” 
 
    I handed the phone to Selene. 
 
    She gasped. “That’s exactly what I saw coming out of my basement.” 
 
    Carrie took her phone back. “I think we’ve had a warning. I think that’s what this was all about. They don’t want us messing with something.” 
 
    Selene sighed. “Or maybe the strigoi don’t want us here at all. We’ve been approached by ghosts at both Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond to help them resolve things they suffered at the hands of Vlad the Impaler. Maybe Vlad—whose ghost is said to still haunt those places—doesn’t want those ghosts set free. He’s a sadistic bastard. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if we discovered he wanted those people to suffer for all eternity. I mean, if generations of Ocean View’s foreign exchange students were to finally set the ghosts of all the people Vlad Țepeș impaled free, I think that would take away an awful lot of suffering from which Vlad draws sadistic pleasure.” 
 
    Carrie shifted her position. Mystique hopped off her lap and went into the kitchen. We heard her crunching on dry food and then lapping water from her bowl. Oh, to be a cat. Once whatever it was that had come out of my basement disappeared from view, it only took some cuddling and down time for Mystique to be once again at peace with the world. All the rest of us, not so much. 
 
    Carrie leaned forward. “You know, some say Vlad the Impaler was a vampire. Maybe he’s a ghost, or maybe he’s one of the undead. He once directed an army of men to impale tens of thousands of people on stakes. What if he’s now leading an army of strigoi and vampires to keep things the way they are in Romania?” 
 
    Shivering, I got up, threw another log on the fire and stoked the flames. 
 
    Selene laughed nervously. “That’s a terrifying thought.” She paused. “But it would make total sense. He’s still here. The ghosts of his victims are still here. Why would he ever want them to find peace when he can continue watching them suffer for all eternity?” 
 
    When I came back, I said, “I’m scared. Do you all want to stay here for the night?” 
 
    In unison, Carrie and Selene said, “Yes!” 
 
    We tried to decide what do about my basement. We felt a need to check it out, make sure whatever had been there was gone. Instead, we moved my nightstand on top of it and decided to talk to Dr. Gheata the next day. We’d all seen those horror movies in which curiosity and dumb moves get everyone killed. We took those lessons to heart. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 26 
 
    The next day after sleeping fitfully throughout the night, we were exhausted. We’d all had horrifying nightmares. I woke up from a particularly bad one covered in sweat. Mystique had turned into a strigoi and tried to kill me. I woke to find her curled on my chest, which totally unnerved me. I moved her next to me, rolled over and struggled to return to sleep. 
 
    Carrie woke me once, grunting and crying in her sleep. 
 
    Every time I woke up, I saw Selene tossing and turning. 
 
    The following day, we went to the village of sick people. All three of us were part of the group helping out. 
 
    We never needed to contact Dr. Gheata. She was on top of things. As soon as everyone had gotten on the bus, she brought us up to speed with what had happened the previous night. She looked concerned. “I’m sure you’re all aware to some degree that there were strange occurrences on campus last night. Please, raise your hands if you were affected.” 
 
    As I raised my hand, I looked around. Everyone had their hand in the air. 
 
    Dr. Gheata cleared her throat. “OK. All of you.” She cleared her throat again. “I have to tell you how proud I am of all of you. No one freaked out. You all handled things well. We have experts on this, analyzing the problem, figuring out exactly what we’re dealing with. Something has caused the strigoi to target our campus.” 
 
    Murmurs broke out all over the bus. I was too stunned to say anything. You know how you feel when your life is dramatically and irrevocably changed forever? Like after someone close to you dies or you’re affected by another tragedy, having your house destroyed by a tornado or your family becoming homeless? That’s how I felt. Up until last night, strigoi had been more fantasy than reality to me. Even after seeing that horrific thing come out of my basement, I still clung to a shred of hope that it had been a nightmare. Now, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt: the strigoi were real and they’d targeted our campus. 
 
    Dr. Gheata brought her hand up to her forehead, as though fighting off a migraine. “Don’t worry. None of you were in actual danger. The witches had the same thing happen to them. Dr. Dragomir and I were up all night working on it. We had some of the best witches here in Romania casting spells to protect you and drive out the strigoi. They’re gone for now.” 
 
    When we arrived at the village we were supposed to help, we noticed that everything had changed. The tents were gone. My first thought was that everyone had died. My second thought was that the strigoi had attacked there as well. 
 
    Dr. Dragomir told the bus driver to park in front of a large stone building. She hopped out and went inside. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, she returned to tell us the patients had been moved to the basement of what turned out to be a kind of community center, the place where villagers got together in better times to dance and socialize, to drink and celebrate. 
 
    There was no celebration going on there that day. Other than a couple of people behind the front desk, the first floor was completely empty. 
 
    One of those people, a short guy with long hair and a bushy beard, rushed out from behind the desk to greet us. “Let me show you where to go.” He walked quickly, leading us to a metal door. “Down there. Be careful on the steps.” Then he rushed away, leading us to fend for ourselves. I assumed he was scared to death of what looked like an awful disease. 
 
    Dr. Dragomir opened the door. We followed behind her. 
 
    The steps were made from stone, many crumbling around the edges. The basement was very old. The walls and floor were also made of stone. Patches of white or gray plaster covered up spots on the wall where the stone must have crumbled. A rickety metal railing ran along one side of the stairs. 
 
    I placed one hand on the railing, the other against the wall. Twice, I lost my balance when I stepped too far forward on a crumbling stair and had to fight gravity to keep myself from tumbling down the battered staircase. 
 
    Before we could see what was going on, we heard moaning and crying and other people giving hurried orders. 
 
    When we had descended far enough to see the basement, I can tell you it looked like a war zone. Light bulbs hanging from wires threw dingy illumination on the scene. 
 
    Cots were lined up in rows like tombstones in a cemetery. All of them were filled with patients. Many were covered with white blankets. In other cases, the blankets were hanging off the side of a bed or lying on the floor, apparently kicked off by a feverish patient. As my eyes adjusted, I noticed splotches of blood on many of the blankets. 
 
    Doctors and nurses wearing blue and green scrubs, most wearing face masks, were rushing here and there. Monitors were beeping. Some were blaring alarms, notifying staff that something had gone seriously wrong. 
 
    As my eyes adjusted, I noticed something horrifying. Skin was peeling off the faces and arms of many of the patients. Struck by a sudden urge to vomit, I looked away to calm myself. 
 
    When I looked back, a nurse was waving us over. Her name tag said: Sara Weber, RN and beneath that, Registered Nurse. “Things changed here early this morning. We’re not yet sure what we’re seeing. We’re in the process of having blood samples analyzed. We have a lot of staff volunteering their time to help our village. Suddenly, it looks like our patients are suffering from xeroderma pigmentosum or XP. However, that’s highly improbable. First of all, it’s a genetic disease and these people never suffered from it before. Second of all, it’s extremely rare, so a statistical improbability that so many people from one place would have it. Yet all these people have the symptoms. XP involves a decreased ability to repair DNA damage after exposure to ultraviolet rays from the sun. Many develop severe sunburn after only a few minutes in the sun. Others develop freckling of the skin, pigmentation changes or dry skin. What we’re seeing here…” She glanced around the room. “…happened this morning. All our patients developed severe sunburn, some after being transported outside by stretcher, others after sunlight streamed into their tents when people repeatedly opened the tent flaps as they entered or left.” 
 
    Dr. Dragomir asked, “You’re thinking it’s a physically-induced illness?” 
 
    The nurse glanced around the room once more. “No. We think it’s magically induced, but we have no idea how. We’re thinking someone powerful has created a spell to harm us. We don’t know who or why. We mostly keep to ourselves. It makes no sense. Maybe someone here has a powerful enemy. I have no idea. I’ve lived away from here for a few years. I’m with one of the medical teams that came in to help.” 
 
    Dr. Dragomir and Sara Weber gazed into each other’s eyes, trying to come up with the next thing to say while processing the horrific problem before them. Finally, the RN said, “Well, see what you can do. I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    After Dr. Dragomir consulted quietly with Dr. Gheata, the professors each spoke with their group. Dr. Gheata told us to visit the bedside of as many people as we could. “Speak with them. See if they have any idea how they contracted the disease they’re suffering from. Offer them comfort. That’s the least we can do.” She trailed off as she looked around the room. “Right now, it’s the only thing we can do. I’m hoping the witches can figure out if these people have had a hex placed on them.” 
 
    I looked at Carrie and the other ghost whisperers. We all had blank expressions on our faces, totally at a loss for how to respond. We communicated nonverbally. It was clear to me that everyone in our group was at the same loss for words, but drew comfort from not feeling alone. 
 
    Having received that comfort, we moved forward into the room. 
 
    I stopped by the cot of a little girl. I felt so bad for her. Her face and arms were badly burned. She had kicked her feet out from under the covers. Her hair was soaked with sweat, plastering strands to her forehead and neck. She tossed and moaned. I pulled a nearby folding chair next to her bed. 
 
    I felt incredibly inadequate. I had no idea what to say. I started with, “How are you doing?” 
 
    She moaned in answer. 
 
    I tried. “What’s your name?” 
 
    She looked at me with wild eyes. They were streaked with red, which I assumed was blood. She snapped her teeth at me. 
 
    I backed away from the cot, trying to decide what to do. Thinking I’d try bringing a children’s book to read to her next time I was there, I folded the chair and leaned it against her bedside table, saying, “I hope you feel better soon.” 
 
    I scanned the cots closest to me. Spotting a young man watching something on his cell phone, I thought I might be able to get some information from him. He had no burns and didn’t seem to be in pain. 
 
    “Hello. How are you?” 
 
    He looked up from whatever he’d been watching. “Much better. Thank you.” 
 
    “Were you sicker when you first came here?” 
 
    He looked at me with a sly grin, which seemed incredibly odd and out of place. “Yeah. I had a high fever and such bad stomach pain, it felt like my insides were being ripped out of me. My temperature’s almost normal now and the pain is intermittent, rather than constant. They’re running blood tests to see if they can determine what’s wrong with me.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what might have caused your illness? Was there anything your village did together right before the illness broke out?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nah. Nothing. Although we’ve been having trouble with bats recently. Have you ever heard of vampire bats?” 
 
    My blood went cold, freezing in my veins, coagulating my thoughts until they lost the fluidity needed for problem-solving. “Vampire bats? Yes…I’ve heard of vampires taking the shape of bats. Also, wolves, rats…” 
 
    He laughed. “No. Not vampires that turn into bats. That’s nothing but mythology. Vampire bats. I did some research. They normally live in arid and humid areas of the tropics and subtropics, ranging from Central to South America. As you can tell, we don’t have the climate for them. However, at twilight every day for the past month, bats have filled the sky over our village. It’s winter here, which seems a strange time for bats to suddenly appear. I’d expect if they had suddenly migrated to our country, they’d at least be in hibernation. But here’s what’s even stranger…I was hiking with some buddies of mine. We crossed a field where people from our village allow their cows to roam free. We saw bats sucking blood from maybe ten of the cows. Only vampire bats do that.” 
 
    I tried to analyze the information he was telling me. I felt confused. “How does that make people sick, though? Does it contaminate the milk, or the meat?” 
 
    He threw his head back on the pillow and laughed. 
 
    Well, at least I was good at cheering up sick people. Or if not cheering them up exactly, at least giving them a good chuckle. 
 
    The smile disappeared from the young man’s face. “No, not at all. I’m sorry I laughed at you. I’m a biologist. Also, a hiker and spelunker…” He cleared his throat. “…a person who explores caves. Sooooo…” He searched for words that might not offend me. “I have a special interest in bats that suddenly show up in our village, seemingly out of nowhere. Bats carry a whole host of diseases. They carry more than sixty viruses that can be transmitted to humans: Ebola, coronaviruses, rabies, to name just a few. So, when I saw what looked like a colony of bats descending on our village, a few of my scientist friends and I started searching for the place where they were living. We found a cave not far from here filled with bats. I’d bet anything that’s what’s making this village sick. Look…” 
 
    He pulled the hospital gown away from the back of his neck, revealing two angry swollen lumps, a small hole in the center of each. Bite marks! I tried to remain calm, so as not to upset him. “Did you get those in the cave?” 
 
    “No. Not at all. I imagine I got them the same way most animals get bitten by vampire bats: while I was asleep. I woke up one morning sick as a dog with my neck itching and burning.” 
 
    “Were you tested for rabies and the other viruses you mentioned?” 
 
    He smiled. “They’re running tests on my blood work. So far, nothing’s shown up. If you want to find out more about the bats we found, there’s a group of scientists out at the cave investigating right now. You should go out there.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll mention that to our professor.” 
 
    Nodding, he grabbed a glass of water from the table next to his cot and took a drink. 
 
    I looked around the room to see who I might visit next. When I noticed a little boy about four or five years old tossing fitfully in his sleep, I went over and sat next to his cot. When he started murmuring as though from a nightmare, I reached out and held his hand. Something went through me, giving me such a huge panic attack, I felt my face go numb. I tried to focus on exactly what was happening. Most of my panic attacks give me a sense of unreality, a sense of being lost and consumed by free-floating anxiety. This one was much worse. I felt physically ill. I was losing feeling in my face and hands. Also, there was something else there that I couldn’t quite identify. Evil, some kind of monstrous evil, is the closest way to describe it. But what could such a little boy have ever done that matched that level of evil? My eyes welled up with tears. Maybe it was something that had been done to him, something way beyond a dumb animal biting him. It felt more like something done deliberately to him by something with intelligence.” 
 
    Squeezing my hand, he rolled over toward me. His eyes flickered open for a second, revealing that same bloody redness as the eyes of the little girl I’d visited earlier. “Mama!” 
 
    That was heartbreaking. I wondered where his parents were, if they were among the sick. 
 
    I thought for a moment the little boy had died, he went so absolutely still. I wasn’t sure I could handle that. I instinctively tried to pull my hand away, but he had me in a death grip. I felt ashamed I’d tried to abandon him. 
 
    I was a tangled mass of feelings. Something else went right through me. That sensation I’d been forced to experience in Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class last semester. It’s hard to explain, but it’s horrible. It’s like being suspended between life and death, having your soul yanked from your body and sent directly into Limbo. 
 
    A flood of tears streamed down my face. I covered my eyes with my free hand. My stomach clenched from the effort of trying not to sob openly or with sound. 
 
    I wiped the tears from my face. 
 
    This little boy was going to die soon. I just knew it. His soul was already beginning to leave his body, to make its way into that in-between world where ghosts desperately search for ghost whisperers to help them resolve their sudden, traumatic deaths. 
 
    My hand dropped from his as he gave up his death grip on life. The machine to which he was attached screamed in alarm. The graph on his heart monitor went from looking like the gorgeous mountains surrounding his village to being as flat as the field where bats drank blood from the necks of cows. 
 
    A nurse rushed over to see what she could do. 
 
    There was nothing she could do. 
 
    Staff covered the boy’s tiny troubled body with the white blanket that had been keeping him warm. 
 
    As I walked away, I turned to take one more look at the boy. At that moment, his leg jerked, causing his foot to fly out from underneath the blanket. I dashed over to a nurse and grabbed him by the arm. I pointed at the cot. “He’s alive! He just moved!” 
 
    The nurse walked over to check everything out. He uncovered the boy’s face. The boy was frozen as a statue, his lifeless eyes staring at the ceiling. The nurse ran his hand over the boy’s eyelids, closing them. “He’s passed. Sudden movements sometimes happen after death. They’re called cadaveric spasms or postmortem spasms.” He smiled fleetingly. “Thanks for checking, though.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 27 
 
    After I got back from the makeshift medical facility, I felt in serious need of grounding and emotional support from the people in my previous life, meaning the life I’d had prior to leaving for Romania. Things had gotten so frighteningly weird so quickly after arriving in Romania, it felt like I’d been transported to an alternate universe. 
 
    First, I called Kai. It was so good to hear her voice! I was really lucky about our time zones. I called her at 6:00 PM. She was six hours ahead of me in Japan, but luckily she was still up and happy to talk. I told her about the things happening on my part of the globe. She mostly said, “Wow,” over and over again. When I finished and asked how she was doing, she said learning meditation was going well, but being an empath could be difficult wherever you are in the world. “We could really use ghost whisperers here. I’m thinking about recommending Ocean View start including you guys in the Japanese foreign exchange program. Do you know about the meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant?” 
 
    “Vaguely. I remember it being on cable news a while back.” 
 
    Kai filled me in. “I thought my foreign exchange program was going to be peaceful. We both did, right? All Zen meditation, flowers and incense…something like that. Well, like you, a major part of our training is helping people in trouble, giving back to the country that’s training us. We were taken yesterday by bus to the Seirinji Temple, located in the Fukushima town of Matsukawa. We were brought there to work alongside the monks who are helping victims of the disaster restore their lives. Shade, so many people are dealing with the deaths and horrific injuries of family and friends who worked at the power plant or lived close to it, I thought it would be helpful to have you here working side by side with me.” 
 
    I told Kai I was sorry she wasn’t having a more meditative experience, but I was proud of her for helping out. She said, “Same to you! Man, you’re right in the thick of it. What’s happening there is happening right now. For me, we’re dealing with the aftermath of things in the past. The disease you’re dealing with sounds horrible. Be careful, OK? You don’t want to catch that, whatever it is.” 
 
    I felt badly Kai wasn’t having a happier time, but I felt so much better after talking to her. Misery loves company, right? 
 
    Next, I called Apple. Romania was only two and a half hours behind Bali, so that gave me plenty of time to get in touch with her. I was dying to know how she was doing in her selkie foreign exchange program. I worried she’d find it emotionally overwhelming having to spend so much time inside her new seal skin while adapting to an internship in a foreign country. It seemed too soon to me. Well, I was totally wrong about that, which made me happy. Apple was having a great time. It turned out her foreign exchange program simply involved teaching young selkies about the opportunities at Ocean View College. She was having a blast. She texted me photos of Bali. The ocean was stunningly gorgeous. 
 
    After saying good night to Apple, it was 8:30 PM. Once again, I checked time differences online. It looked like I was ten hours ahead of my mom and Aunt Hazel, which meant I’d be reaching them at 10:30 AM their time. Perfect! 
 
    My Aunt Hazel answered the phone. She was so excited to hear from me, she went back and forth between talking to me and yelling for my mom. “Phoebe! Phoebe! Shade’s on the phone!” She still called my mom by her birth name. When she didn’t get an answer, she switched to yelling, “Poppy! Poppy! It’s Shade!” Finally, she told me she’d walk around the house talking to me while she searched for my mom. She finally found her folding laundry upstairs in her bedroom. I heard my mom shriek, “Shade? Shade? It’s Shade all the way from Romania?” I have to say it was nice to hear the excitement in her voice. Absence makes the heart grow fonder or something like that, I guess. 
 
    I ended up having a really great talk with both of them. They were genuinely fascinated by the idea of Romania and wanted me to tell them everything. I told them about Bran Castle, Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond, but only as tourist spots. They were thrilled to hear about the souvenirs I’d gotten them: the painted eggs, the Dracula cups and the refrigerator magnet. My Aunt Hazel couldn’t wait to see the artwork on the eggs. My mom couldn’t wait to sip coffee from Dracula’s skull. I found that rather funny. 
 
    By the time I finished talking with them, I was really tired. I climbed into bed to rest, but ended up falling asleep. When I woke up two hours later, I decided to change into pajamas, go back to sleep and call everyone else another day. 
 
    The next three days went pretty much the same as the last two. I talked to many sick people out at the village we were helping. I always came back to my cottage exhausted. To keep my sanity, I called the rest of my friends. 
 
    Dakota had learned some powerful spells in the witches’ program in Mexico. She’d gotten to do some cool sightseeing that included climbing the tall pyramid at Chichen Itza and snorkeling in the turquoise waters of Tulum. However, like Kai and me, she’d also had to deal with some awfully dark stuff. They’d been asked to help rid an area of chupacabras, legendary mythological creatures that…surprise, surprise…turned out to be real. Those things were ugly suckers, quite comparable in repulsiveness to the strigoi we were dealing with in Romania. They were greenish-gray reptilian creatures, three to four feet high, with sharp spines running down their backs. Ugh, right? I did not envy Dakota her internship in Mexico, even if she’d gotten to climb a pyramid and go snorkeling in turquoise water. 
 
    Trinity and Summer were doing some amazing shifter work, Trinity in China and Summer in Africa. They could turn themselves into quite an array of creatures at this point. Trinity had walked the Great Wall of China, once as herself and once as a mouse. I told her she was lucky no one had caught her and thrown her over the wall. I didn’t mean to, but I think I upset her. Summer got to go on safari. Late one night, she turned herself into a lion. I started thinking, What is it with shifters, anyway? Do they have a thing for risk-taking? After I’d upset Trinity, I kept my mouth shut; but I was seriously thinking about all the things that could have gone wrong for Summer like being attacked by another lion or shot by a trophy game hunter. 
 
    My half-faerie friends, Maeve and Li, were enjoying themselves. Maeve actually ran into Trinity on the Great Wall when all the students in Ocean View’s foreign exchange program in China were sightseeing there. I was dying to ask if she knew Trinity had turned herself into a mouse, but I figured she’d mention it if she knew. She never said a peep about it. 
 
    Li had fallen in love with Scotland. She was actually third-generation from China, but wasn’t placed there for her semester abroad. She said Scotland was beautiful. She said her entire group saw the Loch Ness monster one day, but only from a distance. “I swear Nessie was showing off for us. It was exciting!” 
 
    I asked Li if she’d seen any kelpies or heard about them. Someday, I wanted to go to Scotland to see if I could find them and do research on whether or not they liked being confined to Scotland and whether or not they were being held there against their will. Li said, “Ohhh, yeah. I’ve heard about them, all right. They’ve been messing with the weather something terrible the past couple of days. There’s been flooding along the coast. Right now, we can’t go anywhere due to a blizzard. The snow’s really piling up outside. Thank goodness we’re staying in a castle that has a fireplace in every bedroom. Here, I’ll send you a picture.” Wow. Li’s bedroom had a four-poster bed piled high with pillows and blankets, a thick quilt on top. And her room was huge. 
 
    After contacting my family and all my friends studying abroad, I checked in with Annie at Ocean View. Her life was basically the same as mine had been sophomore year: filled with ups and downs. I told her to hang in there; she’d be learning lots of stuff she’d need later on, even if it didn’t seem that way at the moment. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 28 
 
    A couple of weeks after we started working with the village of sick people, we got to go out to the cave where scientists were studying vampire bats. Before heading into the cave, we had to go inside a trailer to put on protective gear that made us look like astronauts. We passed around our cell phones, so we could all have pictures taken of us. The suits and respirators and gloves made it impossible to snap selfies; but we managed, quite clumsily, to take pictures of each other. I think I made my friends’ and family’s day sending them pictures of me as a scientist/astronaut. My mom and Aunt Hazel were worried when I made the mistake of telling them we were dressed like that to see how scientists were tracking disease vectors inside a cave filled with bats. When I pointed out to them that there was no way a virus was going to penetrate the outfit I had on, they relaxed a bit. My Aunt Hazel chuckled. “Well, that makes sense.” 
 
    The cave was dark. So as not to disturb the bats, the only lights allowed inside the cave were individual headlights on our heads. 
 
    The lead scientist, an epidemiologist, pointed to a colony of bats squeezed into a crack up near the ceiling. 
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    My instinct was to turn and run. I reminded myself I was as well-padded as the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man in the Ghostbusters movie, and probably much safer since animals could take a bite out of him. 
 
    I made myself look at the bats. They were crammed into the space between the ceiling and a shelf jutting out from the wall a couple of feet below it. There were hundreds of them. A bunch were waking up, making ungodly high-pitched squeals. 
 
    I looked around at the other ghost whisperers. Their eyes looked wide as saucers through the clear plastic lens of their respirators. We were all silently screaming. 
 
    The epidemiologist looked unfazed, turning his back on the collection of bats to see if he could find more. Sure enough, he located a whole bunch more. They were squeezed into rocky shelves all around the room. We were completely surrounded. 
 
    Pulling off my gloves, I snapped a whole bunch of pictures. Most of the other ghost whisperers did the same. 
 
    I took a moment to zoom into a couple on my cell phone screen. Wow. Those things were scary-looking: furry monsters with razor-sharp teeth including a set of incisors sharp as spikes. They had smashed-in noses, long ears and spindly alien-looking legs where their wings were folded. It looked as though Satan himself had taken a hammer and smashed in their noses, but they’d simply stared back at him in defiance with their beady black eyes, saying, “OK, we like our new look. We’ll keep it.” 
 
    After we’d had a good look around the cave and stepped outside, we watched as the scientists spread nets in front of the cave entrance. That’s how they caught the bats in order to take samples from them. When the bats took flight at twilight, they’d fly straight into the nets. 
 
    The night after we’d visited the cave, I got curious about the basement in my cottage. I don’t know what came over me; but as I was sitting next to Mysty, petting her, drinking tea and reading about Corvin Castle for my Romanian Ruins class, I became inexplicably driven to explore the room below the trapdoor. Maybe it was because of the reading material I’d been poring over. Vlad the Impaler is said to have been held prisoner at Corvin Castle by Hungary’s military leader, John Hunyadi. I thought: Vlad the Impaler just keeps popping up in history books as having had connections to castle ruins in Romania. I wonder how many of those places he haunted. Suddenly, my basement seemed safe in comparison and I wanted to run my own archaeological expedition there. 
 
    As far as Mystique goes, I’d shortened her name to a bazillion different affectionate nicknames—Mysty being the first, followed closely by Soot Sprite from Miyazaki’s films, then simply Soot or Sprite. I also called her Sweetie Pie and Sweets. Once, I called her Demon Child after she’d completely destroyed a roll of toilet paper in my bathroom. What a mess that was! 
 
    I told Mysty, “I think I’ll go explore our basement, Kitty. You stay here.” 
 
    Grabbing the thick leather strap of the trapdoor, I yanked it open. As I clicked my cell phone flashlight on, Mysty came creeping up behind me. I yelped in surprise when she rubbed against my leg, which in turn startled her. I took a moment to pick her up and pet her, my way of apologizing. 
 
    The flashlight lit the upper part of the concrete staircase. Down below, there was nothing but a deep expanse of darkness. It sucked up light the same way black holes soak up light and everything else around them. 
 
    Vaguely remembering seeing a flashlight in one of the kitchen drawers, I picked up Mysty and went in search of it. As soon as I found it—a bright red plastic one—I grabbed it and headed back to the yawning opening to the basement. I set Mysty down and said, “Stay!” She gave me a look that clearly said, “What do you think I am, a dog?” 
 
    Discovering the plastic flashlight illuminated things even less effectively than the one on my cell phone, I switched back to the cell phone flashlight and headed down the stairs. I was able to see a few steps at a time. 
 
    “Damn it, Mysty!” I didn’t mean to swear at her, but I felt alarmed when she raced down the stairs ahead of me. I should have locked her in the bathroom, I realized. Curiosity killed the cat, and it was entirely possible she was about to kill both of us. 
 
    Flashing back to the strigoi attack on our village, in particular the horrific-looking strigoi that had climbed out of my basement, I started hyperventilating to the point where I nearly fainted on the concrete stairs. I told myself, Breathe…Just breathe…Take nice, regular breaths. It would be a hell of a thing if I ended up hitting my head on concrete, killing myself out of fear of being killed by the strigoi. Dr. Gheata had told us they were gone. I had to trust that. 
 
    When I reached the basement, I looked around for a light switch. I finally spotted a metal chain hanging from the ceiling as I swept my flashlight around the room. Seeing that it was attached to a bare light bulb, I yanked on it. It was sticky, probably from lack of use, but illumination filled the bulb. 
 
    I looked around the room. 
 
    It wasn’t a bad room. It looked like it was used mostly for storage. I wondered who was storing things there, or if students had simply left stuff behind. I could totally see that. You could only take so much back home with you on a plane and shipping was expensive. 
 
    Mysty had discovered a tiny stuffed animal. After batting it around a bunch, she carried it over to a pink-and-white striped pillow, wrapped her arms around the animal like it was her baby, and fell asleep. I took that as a good sign. Animals are usually the first to sense danger. Before human beings detect earthquakes or gathering storms, animals tend to get agitated. If I’d looked up the opposite of agitated in a dictionary or thesaurus just then, I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to find Mystique listed along with calmed, quieted, settled. Me, I felt more like the guy in the painting of The Scream. 
 
    Walking around the basement investigating, I started to breathe more regularly as the things I discovered calmed me. It did indeed look like students had left a lot of things behind. I wondered if I’d be allowed to keep any of them. I found a couple of sweatshirts a little bigger than my size, but I loved wearing those baggy. One was a pretty shade of blue; the other had a gray-and-white striped kitten on it. I turned around to say, “Hey, Mysty, look at this;” but she looked so peaceful, I let her sleep. I found a pile of puzzles I decided I should try to put together sometime. Most featured a castle or some other picturesque place in Romania. One was made up entirely of colorfully painted eggs. That would be very hard to put together—nothing but colorful pieces for which you had to find matching edges, mostly like finding the correct keys to a whole bunch of locks. Back in an especially dark corner, I found the most amazing thing: a huge stuffed bear at least half as tall as me. I thought Mysty might like snuggling on its lap. She’d be like a Russian doll nesting in the middle of her tiny stuffed baby and this huge bear. I let her sleep; maybe another time. 
 
    In the corner opposite the bear, I found a few piles of boxes. I decided to open as many as I could that night and save the rest for later. 
 
    One box held a collection of porcelain cups. I thought maybe those had been placed there by staff, to be used in the cottage if replacements were necessary—you know, if Mysty or I or someone else clumsily knocked over the cups in my kitchen and shattered them to smithereens.  
 
    Another box contained an ornately carved jewelry box. I pulled it out and lifted the lid, which set a tiny ballerina to spinning around to music from The Nutcracker. Closing the top lid, I opened the drawers. There was quite a bit of jewelry there: an amethyst necklace with matching earrings, a stretchy bracelet made from beads and elastic, a pearl necklace…and…woah…an engagement ring with a fairly large diamond. That totally sent the gears in my brain spinning, same as I’d set the ballerina in motion. What had happened there? Had a former ghost whisperer gotten engaged to someone in Romania and then left everything behind when her semester ended? I’d love to solve that mystery. 
 
    The next box I opened contained a brand new blender. I was totally going to use that. I could make milkshakes and fruit smoothies. No way I was going to pass that up. 
 
    Finally, I found several boxes filled with drawings and notes. 
 
    It was fun looking through them. I hadn’t drawn or painted in a long time. It made me happy to realize that ghost whisperers who’d studied in Romania before me had sketched and painted and written about their experiences here. 
 
    I lugged the boxes upstairs where I could look at everything under better lighting, leaving the basement light on and the trapdoor open for Mysty whenever she woke up. 
 
    Placing the boxes next to the couch, I started spreading their contents on the coffee table and couch. 
 
    Someone named Daisy had organized her artwork in a binder labeled Daisy Dixon’s Memories of Romania. It was heartbreaking she’d left it behind. Surely she could have fit it in her suitcase. I flipped through the pages. The first one was a title page: 
 
      
 
    Daisy Dixon 
 
    Junior, Ocean View College 
 
    U.S.A.  
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Art 
 
      
 
    That girl was organized! My word. Unless…I suddenly realized…she had to put this together for a homework assignment in Art. That made a lot of sense. To her, it could have been just an exhausting homework assignment she’d sooner forget. To me, it was quite a find. 
 
    She beautifully and hauntingly portrayed the places I’d visited since arriving in Romania: Bran Castle, the souvenir stalls below the castle, Poenari Castle, the Witches Pond, our village, even a little black cat that looked very much like Mysty except it had little white feet that looked like boots. 
 
    This girl Daisy, whoever she was, was a much better artist than me. She could capture the beauty of a place in one piece of artwork, capture the frightening and haunting aspects of it in another, and brilliantly combine them in others. 
 
    I stared at the paintings and sketches she’d made of the Witches Pond for a long time. She’d created portraits of such incredibly gorgeous people from when they were alive, before they were impaled by order of Vlad Țepeș, it would make your heart break. She’d also recreated the terrifying faces of the ghosts I’d seen haunting the pond. And then she did an incredible thing I didn’t have anywhere near enough talent to carry out. She somehow painted the people from when they were alive, but as though the agonized spirit of who they’d become after dying of impalement shined through. It was unsettling. It gave the impression those people had sat for portraits while still alive, but the painter could see their future as though looking through a crystal ball. 
 
    I flipped through page after page of the binder. 
 
    I froze when something captured my attention: a sketch of the exact same ghost who had approached me at the Witches Pond. She looked exactly the same: a woman with a scarred face, blood dripping from her mouth and eyes, a hole punctured through her stomach, another one through her throat, no doubt the places where she’d been impaled on a stake. She’d never given me her name, only her daughter’s, Florentina cel Mare. Here, underneath the sketch, Daisy had written in fancy script: Florina cel Mare. I had a name for the mother! Next to the sketch of Florina cel Mare as a ghost, Daisy had painted a beautiful picture of her when she was alive. I’d seen a vision of Florina’s daughter at the pond: a beautiful girl around ten years old with dark hair and sparkling green eyes. I now knew what both of them had looked like during their lives. 
 
    I flipped over to the next page. It was the first sketch in a series illustrating the daughter. Underneath each picture, Daisy had written: Florentina cel Mare. Rather than the one vision I had of the girl, I could now see her in a variety of situations: picking flowers, sitting on her mother’s lap, playing with a doll. 
 
    At the end of the series, there was a disturbing sketch. A man was holding Florentina’s hand, leading her away from a field where so many bodies were impaled on stakes, it looked like a collection of bloodied scarecrows. Rather than being scared away, however, crows were drawn to this field of bodies, using them for sustenance. A black cloak billowed out behind the man. Florentina was clearly frightened. 
 
    I flipped through the book to the end. There wasn’t any artwork of the ghost I saw at Bran Castle, so I had no idea if Daisy had been visited by her. 
 
    In a separate section at the back of the book, there were some delightful sketches of Dr. Gheata and Dr. Dragomir, also of other staff in our village such as the cooks in the dining hall. There weren’t any sketches of the people in the village where we were helping the sick and no sketches of the bat cave or anything, so I figured Daisy hadn’t been caught up in any of that. That was obviously a currently unfolding event. 
 
    Closing the book and staring off into space for a bit, I tried to absorb the impact of what I’d just viewed. Someone, another ghost whisperer who I imagined had lived in this very cottage, had seen one of the same ghosts I had. What did that mean? How many years had Florina cel Mare been trying to find out what happened to her daughter, Florentina? How many ghost whisperers had she approached? 
 
    Perhaps because I was exhausted and stressed, folding my arms on the couch and resting my head on them, I started sobbing out of control, sitting on the floor surrounded by boxes and books. What if it was impossible for me to ever find out what had happened to that little girl or to Luminița, the daughter of Lăcrămioara Dragavei, the ghost who’d approached me at Poenari Castle? What if it was all impossible and year after year, decade after decade, desperate ghosts kept begging Ocean View students to help them, but we couldn’t? It’s not that we didn’t want to. We just weren’t experts yet. We were learning as we went along. Unfortunately, our internships were short and there was way too much to learn. 
 
    Never having seen me fall apart like that before, Mysty jumped up onto the couch and placed a paw on my arm. She kept tapping until I looked up at her. I gave her a pet. “I guess you found your way out of the basement. Good girl.” She leapt off the couch, which left me feeling abandoned, but returned a few minutes later, carrying her new stuffed animal in her mouth. She set it down next to me, then watched to see if I’d accept it. As I picked up what turned out to be a toy mouse and hugged it, tears streamed down my face. “You are such a sweet girl, Mysty!” I lifted her up and placed her in my lap with her treasure. Once she saw that I was OK, Mysty picked up the toy in her mouth like a momma cat carrying her baby by the scruff of its neck and carried it up to the bed. She kept a watch over me from there. 
 
    Calmed down thanks to the intervention from Mysty, I looked over more of the books. Another one by Daisy caught my eye. 
 
    Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. The title she’d written on the front cover said: Saint George Church and Monastery. I knew so little about that place, I was dying to see what she’d recorded. 
 
    There were sketches of everyone I’d met there so far, as well as quite a few others. As I flipped through the book, I felt confused. I had no idea what Daisy was trying to convey in this collection of artwork. She had the same identifying information on the first page: 
 
      
 
    Daisy Dixon 
 
    Junior, Ocean View College 
 
    U.S.A.  
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Art 
 
      
 
    Maybe the other book had been for her Ghost Whispering major and this one was for her Art minor. That made the most sense to me. The first book had been filled with realistic portrayals of people and ghosts. This one was a combination of that style and more surreal artwork. I figured if the latter was based on something real, the surreal approach was more a symbolic representation than anything else. 
 
    Daisy had made several sketches of the graveyard I saw on the church grounds, but she’d added arms and hands poking out of the soil covering individual graves. In one, she had ghosts swirling around the graveyard, a few taking off for somewhere else. In the other sketches, there weren’t any ghosts, just the arms and hands protruding from the dirt. I figured that must have been symbolic for the deceased rising as ghosts from their earthly graves. 
 
    Daisy had also made an incredibly detailed painting of a cave filled with caskets. That painting had quite a mood. The space was mostly dark, but dimly lit by golden light that glinted off the caskets and turned the walls the same brilliant gold that occurs right before sunset. The golden hour, according to photographers and filmmakers. The caskets were all inexpensive, made from plain unpainted wood. I searched the cave for anything other than caskets. I had to look very closely, but eventually I discovered items you’d totally expect to find in a book about the local church and monastery. There wasn’t much, only a few crosses and Bibles and bottles labeled Holy Water. They weren’t obvious, mostly resting on the rocky shelves of the cave. One casket had all three set on top along with a string of rosary beads, as though a priest had left them there, planning to return later. 
 
    I took Daisy’s two books and set them aside on the end table. Looking through a few more boxes, I found an interesting combination of things. One held party decorations: streamers and balloons, stuff like that. That brought a smile to my face. I wondered what kind of party had been held here. Birthday? Engagement? End of semester? Another box held what looked like potion vials filled with different color liquids. That scared me. If those were witches’ potions, I had no idea how dangerous they could be. I set that box aside. I thought maybe I could show it to Kiara Pearson, the witch I’d been paired with in the village of sick people. 
 
    Before I made it through all the boxes, I became overcome with exhaustion and climbed up onto the couch where I fell asleep until morning. When I woke, I found Mysty curled up near my head with her little mouse. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 29 
 
    The next day at breakfast, Dr. Gheata told us we weren’t going to be working in the sickened village anymore. We were all shocked. Someone thought to ask, “Are the witches still allowed to work there?” 
 
    A look of sadness crossed over Dr. Gheata’s face. “No. We’ve all been told not to come back, that they’re fine now, that they don’t need any more help.” She cleared her throat. “Dr. Dragavei and I don’t think that’s true. We’re assuming it’s pride or something, that they don’t want to seem helpless or needy. It’s a stupid and lethal mistake, if you ask me; but we can’t force our help on them. It’s possible, I suppose, that they’re getting medical advice from the scientists who are studying the nearby bat cave. Maybe they’ll make enough progress to develop a serum or vaccine for whatever’s afflicting those people, but there’s no way that could have happened so soon. Well…I wish them luck. In the meantime, you can all go back to concentrating on your internship projects. You can have the day off to reorganize your schedules and get back to work.” 
 
    We all clapped at that last point. Free time was always good. We’d been carrying such a heavy workload trying to balance schoolwork and helping out the village, most of us had dark, puffy circles under our eyes. I felt exhausted. 
 
    Dr. Gheata added, “Oh, by the way, you’ll still receive extra credit for the work you did to help those who were sick. You tried. Having the project canceled wasn’t your fault.” Lots of happy murmuring traveled around the room. Someone shouted, “Booyah!” which caused lots of laughter. 
 
    Over breakfast, I told Carrie, Selene and the other girls sitting at our table what I’d found in my basement. They were all fascinated by the artwork I’d discovered. 
 
    Selene suggested we spend the day exploring all our basements. 
 
    That sounded like an awesome idea. Treasure hunt! 
 
    We grabbed takeout cups of coffee and tea and headed over to my place. Everyone wanted to see what I’d found. 
 
    Mysty got plenty of attention that day. Everyone petted her and played with her, so she was pretty much in her glory. After she’d used up all her extrovert points for the day, she picked up her mouse and slunk off to some quiet place. 
 
    Then we all got to work, poring over the books I’d already looked at and opening up the rest of the boxes. We found four more boxes filled with notebooks and binders created by different students. There would be a lot to study later on. 
 
    We finished getting an overview of my stuff right before lunch, so we headed over to the cafeteria. 
 
    After an amazing lunch of sarmale, or cabbage rolls, with balmos, which is basically cheese polenta, we decided to check out all our basements, starting with Selene’s. 
 
    That afternoon, you can’t even imagine how much incredible stuff we found. Most of our basements had things left by former students. We figured either the students had put it down there themselves or whoever made sure the cottages were clean before the next group of students arrived had done it. The cottages were small and had very limited storage space. 
 
    We decided to organize everything, hopefully within a week, and then reach out to the other students on our road to see who else might have things in their basement that could help us find the information the ghosts had asked us to find. 
 
    In a box in Selene’s basement, Carrie found clues to the ghost who had approached her at Poenari Castle. One of the boxes contained binders created by another student who had majored in Ghost Whispering and minored in Art. Like Daisy’s, the artwork was phenomenal. I started thinking that although it was too late for me to minor in Art, maybe I could look into taking art classes in graduate school. I’d love to be as good as these students. Someone named Caroline Suárez had painted a portrait of the young man who had approached Carrie at Poenari Castle. She’d also painted a portrait of his wife, the woman he’d asked her to find! Clues like that were a glorious gift. The man’s name, sketched below his picture, was Iliaş Calugarul. His wife’s name was Ruxandra. There was nothing, however, about the ghost who’d approached Carrie at the Witches Pond with a request to find out what’d happened to her impaler. 
 
    We found a large box of religious things in Selene’s basement: mostly crucifixes, rosary beads and Bibles. We decided to give these to the priests or monks at Saint George’s, in thanks for letting us use their libraries. 
 
    Carrie’s basement was awesome. Over the years, she’d apparently had some very colorful people living in her cottage. When we walked down the concrete stairs to her basement and switched on the light, we were met by what I’d totally consider an art installation. The walls, floor and ceiling had all been covered in murals. Once we turned on the light, we discovered the same thing had been done to the walls on either side of the stairs. We spent an hour studying the thousands of images within those murals before deciding we’d get back to that later. The floor space held a lot of things: mannequins dressed in costumes, papier-mâché masks, and a papier-mâché statue of a woman who looked like a Romanian gypsy. 
 
    Opening a door to the space under Carrie’s basement stairs, we discovered maps painted on the floor and walls. We looked at those briefly, planning to study them further at a later date, along with the basement murals. We were excited when we noticed one of the maps included the grounds of the Saint George church and monastery. 
 
    The next day, we talked with everyone else on our street about our discoveries. Everyone was excited to see if they had the same kind of situation in their cottage. We spent days together as a group, going to each other’s place and checking out the basement. A few people had nothing except mops and brooms and toolboxes. They were seriously disappointed, feeling as though they’d been cheated somehow. One girl had nothing, absolutely nothing, just a very clean basement. She was especially disappointed. Selene pointed out there had probably been rich kids living in those cottages who could afford to have their projects shipped back home. 
 
    One girl almost set her cottage on fire when she lit the logs in her fireplace, hoping to relax after a long day. That turned out to be serendipitous. The chimney sweep sent to check things out discovered her chimney had been blocked by a bunch of drawings and maps stuffed up into it and tacked to the sides. Those drawings were the creepiest we’d seen. The artist had clearly captured the horror of strigoi and vampires. The artist was particularly good at making blood seem real. A few of the pictures suggested multiple layers of meaning. While a vampire impaled someone on a stake, a priest stood behind the vampire, stabbing him with a wooden stake dripping in blood. 
 
    Romania certainly had fascinating stories. I wondered if all of them were true, none of them myths. I’d seen a strigoi when they’d appeared in our village to warn us to watch our step. It was horrifying. As much as I would have liked to, I’d never again view strigoi as myth. I also hoped I’d never see one again. 
 
    After checking out all the basements on our road, we spent the next few weeks going through everything. We discovered a lot of clues about the people for whom ghosts had asked us to figure out what had happened to them. We hadn’t solved the puzzles yet, but we had names for all those people. 
 
    One girl had a lot of boxes in her basement that were filled with religious items and another box filled with wooden stakes. We figured whoever had lived there must have been especially scared of vampires. We had a bit of a nervous laugh over that. 
 
    I volunteered to bring the religious items to Saint George’s. Carrie suggested that each of us keep at least one religious item and one wooden stake. We all thought that a very good idea. Better safe than sorry in the land of vampires. I chose a beautiful set of rosary beads made from pink glass beads and a crucifix, along with a wooden stake. If nothing else, these would make awesome souvenirs from Romania. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 30 
 
    By the time I was ready to bring things over to Saint George’s, we’d discovered so many boxes of religious items, I knew I’d need help. I asked Carrie, Selene and another girl named Brooklyn to go with me. Brooklyn was really pretty and had impeccable taste in fashion. She had dark skin, large dark eyes and thick hair she was always fixing in awesome new ways. It was cold the day we went over to Saint George’s. Brooklyn was dressed in a thick red jacket, a white scarf, hat and gloves; but she had a blue-and-red plaid mini-skirt on. Brrrrrr…I would have been freezing, but she looked a whole lot better than I did. I’d put on jeans and a woolen sweater with long underwear underneath. Brooklyn was wearing heavy blue leggings and boots, so I guess that kept her warm while not giving up on fashion. Sadly, I’d never even started. Someday, maybe I’d give fashion a go. I put it mentally on my To Do list. 
 
    When we reached the church grounds, I had that same awful sensation I always experienced at that point. I had no idea why. Maybe I felt guilty about something? I felt good about what we were doing: donating items to the place that allowed us to use their libraries; yet I was having, once again, a huge panic attack. I tried analyzing my feelings. Maybe I’d always have moments like this. Maybe people who were neglected by their parents throughout childhood and/or bullied in school grew up with an overwhelming sense of guilt. Like maybe if I’d done more for my mom or worked harder to fit in at school, I’d have had a better life. I don’t know. All I know is every time I stepped on the church grounds, an anxiety attack grabbed me by the throat and robbed me of so much oxygen, I felt dizzy. 
 
    Carrie broke the silence. “We never actually talked about this. Do we want to donate these boxes to the church or the monastery?” 
 
    Selene said, “Does it matter? I assume both places share things like this.” 
 
    Brooklyn made a practical suggestion. “These boxes are heavy. The church is closer. How about we stop there and ask where they’d like us to put everything?” 
 
    I was out of breath from the long walk followed by a panic attack. Those attacks always robbed me of oxygen and made it feel like I was about to faint. “Good idea. Yeah, let’s go to the church.” 
 
    Carrie said, “We should go to the rectory, you know the building where the priests live.” 
 
    There were quite a few buildings on the church grounds, all made from stone. The rectory was no different: a stone building, lots of windows made from old-fashioned glass that bent and distorted the light passing through it. Each window was a collection of glass panes set into metal squares. 
 
    We knocked on a heavy red door thick with layers of paint. 
 
    We waited so long, I thought nobody would answer the door. I set my box down on the front porch to give my aching arms a rest. 
 
    Finally, the door opened. There stood an old priest, gray-haired on the sides of his head, bald on top. Tufts of gray hair sprouted from his ears. Bent with age, he squinted at us over the rim of his glasses. “Yes? How may I help you?” 
 
    Carrie spoke first. “We found some things in our cottages over in the Ocean View College neighborhood. Religious things. We thought you might like to have them…for your church to have them.” 
 
    Judging by her stammering, Carrie felt as nervous as I did. I started to relax. I wasn’t alone. 
 
    The priest squinted at us even more intensely, until his face reminded me of a Jack-o’-lantern at that point after Halloween when the pumpkin starts to wrinkle and collapse. “Hunh? Don’t you want it?” 
 
    Carrie stiffened. It took her a second to figure out what to say. The cat totally got my tongue. I waited for her to answer. Finally, she replied, “There’s a lot here. We don’t have that many students back at our village.” 
 
    The priest squinted at the boxes. “Hmm. Let me see what I can do.” When we didn’t move, he said, “Come in!” as though annoyed that we hadn’t done that already. 
 
    The four of us stepped into what looked like an ordinary house where deeply religious people lived. The front hallway was plain. Tan walls, a wood floor that creaked and a narrow table displaying a crucifix, a statue of Mary and a couple of clear glass vases filled with plastic flowers. A crucifix hung on the wall above the table. Off to the right, there was a sitting room with a couch and chairs covered in faded green cloth with tiny white flowers, a coffee table and a fireplace. A large crucifix hung above the fireplace. I was certain now we’d come to the right place to donate religious items. 
 
    A few minutes later, a different priest came down the hallway to meet with us. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties. He had jet-black hair and piercing blue eyes. Whereas the old priest struggled to see what was right in front of him, this new priest appeared to be able to see right through to your soul. He reached out a hand to shake ours. “Hello! Hello! I hear you have things you’d like to donate to our church. I’m Father Andrei Daniil.” After shaking our hands with a strong grip, he rubbed his own hands together as though excited to see what we’d brought. 
 
    Brooklyn spoke up first this time. “Yes. We’re Ocean View College students from over in the village for foreign exchange students. Some of us found a lot of religious things packed away in the basements of our cottages and thought maybe you could use them here.” 
 
    Father Andrei looked at us with what appeared to be pure joy. He seemed like an energetic, enthusiastic person. I thought maybe I’d eventually talk to him about the research I was doing, see if he could help. “Let’s step into the next room, shall we? You should sit down, make yourselves comfortable after your long walk. Would you’d like some tea?” He picked up one of the largest boxes. “Never mind. I’ll make sure you get some tea and cookies. It’s the least I can do. This thing is heavy!” 
 
    After we’d carried all the boxes into the sitting room, he told us to wait a second while he arranged for tea and cookies to be delivered. 
 
    By the time he returned, we’d opened all the boxes, so he could see what we’d brought. 
 
    Sitting down in one of the faded overstuffed chairs, Father Andrei began taking things out like a kid opening presents on Christmas morning. “OK. Let’s see what we’ve got here.” 
 
    As he pulled things out of boxes and started sorting them into piles, a middle-aged woman wearing a flowered dress with a pale blue apron entered the sitting room carrying a tray. Looking over at the coffee table now covered in religious items, she asked Father Andrei where he’d like her to set the tea and cookies. 
 
    He replied, “Why don’t you open one of the folding tables?” then returned to adding more things to the coffee table. 
 
    As we helped ourselves to tea and Romanian walnut cookies or Vanillekipferl, Father Andrei continued sifting through things. He was thankful for the Bibles, the rosary beads and crucifixes. “We’ll keep some of these and pass the rest out to people in our parish. We have a poor parish; people will truly appreciate these.” He held up a set of rosary beads made from amethyst stones in the direction of the closest lamp, letting light filter through the purple beads. “These are lovely.” 
 
    When Father Andrei came across the box of wooden stakes, he pulled one out and stared at it, turning it around in his hands. His mood changed so abruptly, it was as though the shadow of Satan had passed over his face. “Where did you find these? In the basement of a student’s cottage, you said?” 
 
    Carrie and I observed him in silence. His question sounded rhetorical. Selene nodded her head. Brooklyn said, “Yes. In one of the basements.” 
 
    Father Andrei placed the wooden stake on the table. Grabbing another one from the box, he inspected it as he’d done before. “I heard you had a problem with strigoi in the neighborhoods where you and the other foreign exchange students are staying. Has it happened again?” His eyes darkened. I swear lines of worry appeared on his face, lines I hadn’t noticed before. He seemed haunted. 
 
    We looked at each other before Selene finally answered. “No. But…” She hesitated, searching our faces for a clue as to whether or not she should continue. We offered her nothing; we had no idea what she was about to say. “But we’ve seen other troubling things since coming to Romania and we’re expected to help. Perhaps you can help us.” She then proceeded to unload all the facts and worries and fears about the ghosts we were supposed to aid. 
 
    Father Andrei listened attentively as creases moved across his forehead like snakes across a pale white desert. When Selene finished, he brought his hands together as though in prayer and for a moment leaned his face into them before finally running them through his hair. “I know about this. Your school’s foreign exchange program does a huge service here in our country bringing peace to the souls of those who died such horrific deaths in our barbaric past. So many still are not at peace…” He gave us a hopeful look. “That’s where you come in.” 
 
    He poured himself a glass of water and took a swig. “Look, I have a meeting I need to go to in a few minutes. I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have for your research projects. Just schedule an appointment by calling the rectory here.” He took another swig. “And thank you for all these wonderful things.” He gestured toward the coffee table now filled with stacks of Bibles surrounded by rosary beads and crucifixes. All but two of the wooden stakes remained in the box. 
 
    With that, we stood up, shook Father Andrei’s hand and thanked him. 
 
    As he walked us to the front door and opened it, I had the distinct impression his meeting was one he’d suddenly scheduled with himself, to reflect and scream into the void, and that he seriously wanted a swig of hard liquor rather than water. I could be wrong. He might have scheduled a prayer session with God in order to ask for help and guidance. He didn’t exactly tell us that strigoi and vampires were mythological and nothing to worry about. Quite the opposite, actually. 
 
    Stepping outside, I was hit by cold wind and the anxiety attack that always lurked around the church grounds, threatening me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 31 
 
    After studying more of the materials we’d found in the cottage basements, I finally worked up the courage to make an appointment with Father Andrei. The more I thought about it, the more convinced I became we’d hit a nerve in giving him the wooden stakes. I had no idea what that nerve was exactly, but I was sure it existed. 
 
    He agreed to meet with me the following Wednesday, one of my free internship days, at 2:00 in the afternoon. 
 
    I asked a few other ghost whisperers to go with me, but no one was free, so I went by myself. 
 
    The day was especially blustery and cold. Mountains of clouds passed overhead, pushed like blimps across the blue expanse by strong winds that had risen overnight. 
 
    Still primarily acclimated to the warm climate of California which totally agreed with me, I’d bundled up for the long walk. I’d put on jeans, a long-sleeve shirt under a thick woolen sweater and the insulated blue jacket from my Aunt Hazel that was supposed to protect down to thirty degrees below zero. I’d added a hat, gloves and the long green scarf I’d purchased what seemed like eons ago in the souvenir market below Bran Castle. 
 
    I was mostly OK, except the wind was so harsh, my face felt like it was getting bitten by something whose teeth turned my flesh to ice. Wrapping the scarf around my face up to my nose solved the problem for my lower face, but left my forehead and eyes exposed. 
 
    When I stepped onto the church grounds, the sky darkened as though we were about to get a storm. 
 
    Finally reaching the rectory, I couldn’t wait to step inside to warm up. 
 
    Father Andrei had other plans, however. He did invite me into the front hallway, which allowed my face to recover from the numbness inflicted on me outside. However, he seemed far away, aloof, as though he failed to recognize the pain I was in. Surely, my face was raw and red. Tears kept forming on my frozen eyes and trickling down my cheeks. Combined with my desperation to solve the mysteries of the ghosts’ missing children, I felt I was the perfect poster child for a cry for help. He never noticed, however. He’d been so friendly when we’d first met him. Today, he was preoccupied. It was as though the wooden stakes had drawn a line in the sand of his relationship with all of us in the ghost whisperers’ village. I felt we’d done something to offend. Well, not exactly offend. Threaten was more accurate. Something had disturbed him. 
 
    Same as last time, he said that something had come up. He was very sorry. However, he had the perfect person to help me find the information I needed: one of the nuns in the Saint George convent located farther back on the grounds, within the forest. He handed me a slip of paper where he’d written her name and sketched a map from the rectory to the convent. Her name was Sister Apollonia Irene. I liked that name. It made me think of Apple. 
 
    As Father Andrei opened the door for me to leave, I felt like bursting into tears. I held them back out of fear that would hurt once the wind hit my face. 
 
    I memorized the map, which was really pretty simple, and tucked the slip of paper in my jacket pocket. Then I pushed the top edge of my gloves up under my sleeves. Bracing for the cold wind which seemed even worse after getting a reprieve indoors, I wrapped my scarf more securely around my face and headed off to find the convent. 
 
    I found it interesting that the women were located far away from everything else. 
 
    One blessing, if you could call it that, of having the convent located within the forest is that the trees blocked the wind. Their pine-needled branches danced with the strong air currents up higher above me; but down below their trunks stood strong and steady, rooted to the soil. Every so often, I heard the wind moan through the branches, causing weaker ones to break off with the sound of a whip cracking against a brutalized back. Then I’d hear the branch tumble down through a maze of stronger ones. Luckily, I remained safe and relatively warm as I made my way down a well-worn path. 
 
    Finally, I spotted a stone building about the same size as the rectory. Smoke poured out of a tall chimney as it escaped into the wilds. 
 
    As I got closer, I realized the rectory and convent had the exact same architecture. The windows were all made of old-fashioned glass set into metal squares within a metal frame. The front door had been painted red. 
 
    As soon as I reached the door, I knocked. 
 
    Seconds later, a nun answered the door, dressed all in black: black habit and black veil. A crucifix hung from a belt around her waist. She was young, in her mid-twenties. Although her skin was pale, her cheeks held a hint of natural blush. Her eyes were hazel, changing from golden to green or brown depending on the light, but mostly golden when she first opened the door. “Shade?” 
 
    “Yes?” I felt spooked that she knew my name. I had flashbacks of people knowing my name after I’d helped rescue Annie and the other missing girls in high school. It made me highly uncomfortable. Then I realized that story would not have followed me here. 
 
    “Come in, come in. Father Andrei told me to expect you.” I guess I must have stared at her a moment too long because she filled in the silence. “He told me you needed help with your research project.” 
 
    I finally found my tongue, but hoped I wouldn’t trip all over it. I felt incredibly nervous. I figured we must have said the wrong thing to Father Andrei because he would no longer meet with us. I didn’t want to do the same with Sister Apollonia Irene. To help the ghosts who’d approached me, it looked like I needed the historical records held by Saint George’s. I answered in a guarded manner, carefully weighing my words. “Yes, I do. I need to put some pieces together to solve a problem.” 
 
    “Pieces? What kind of problem? Come, let’s sit down in the parlor.” 
 
    I followed as she led me into a parlor very much like the one in the rectory. It had the same type of furniture: an old couch and chairs covered in cloth, navy blue here in the convent, and a coffee table. Same as in the rectory, there was a fireplace with a large crucifix hanging above it. 
 
    As I sat down in one of the chairs, an old woman stopped by. “Would you like coffee and pastry, Sister?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia looked at me. “Do you drink coffee?” 
 
    I felt so tired and the weather was so cold on my walk over to Saint George’s, coffee seemed like the most perfect antidote. “Oh, yes, I do.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia smiled at the woman. “Coffee and pastry sounds wonderful, Tereza. Thank you.” 
 
    Sitting down on the couch, she asked me to explain what I needed; she’d try to help. 
 
    With a knot in my stomach, I explained as though I was simply doing historical research rather than working for a couple of ghosts, that I wanted to find out what had happened to the children of two specific women who’d been impaled on stakes during the reign of Vlad Țepeș. 
 
    As had happened with Father Andrei when he lifted the wooden stakes out of the box, it was as though a shadow had passed over Sister Apollonia’s face. Her mood changed as abruptly as his had. I braced myself to be asked to leave. 
 
    At that moment, Tereza entered the room carrying a tray filled with pitchers of coffee and water, a plate of pastries and assorted other things like a ceramic bowl containing tiny silver spoons. She placed the tray on the coffee table. “Would you like anything else, Sister?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia offered a strained smile. “No, that’s all. Just perfect, as usual, Tereza. Thank you.” Turning back to me and waving her hand over the tray, she asked, “Have you had this before? Poale in brau or Branzoaice?” 
 
    I glanced at the pastries which looked like plump biscuits folded into squares. “I don’t think so. I’ve had a lot of delicious pastries since coming to Romania. Delicious meals, too. It’s been quite a treat.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia offered another strained smile. “Yes. We have some incredible food here. These pastries are filled with cheese. When served as a snack, the cheese is usually salty sheep cheese. When served for dessert, Farmer’s cheese is usually added to the salty cheese, along with sugar and raisins. *[See footnote #8 at end of book.] Tereza has a talent for cooking and baking. We’re very lucky. These pastries here are the dessert version of Poale in brau or Branzoaice.” Pouring coffee into a pretty ceramic cup with pink and lavender flowers around the edge, she seemed relieved by the change in subject. She placed the cup on a saucer and handed it to me. “Help yourself to cream and sugar, if you’d like. Also, the honey and powdered sugar are for the pastries. Help yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Setting the cup and saucer down on the coffee table, I added cream and sugar, stirring with a tiny silver spoon. Placing one of the pastries on a ceramic plate ringed with the same flowers as the cup and saucer, I drizzled honey and sprinkled powdered sugar on the dessert. Oh, my word. Poale in brau. Branzoaice. It was absolutely delicious. “This is amazing!” 
 
    Looking up from the pastry she had just bitten into, Sister Apollonia smiled, her lips covered in powdered sugar and honey. She grabbed a napkin and wiped her mouth. “It is, isn’t it? A bit of Heaven right here on Earth.” 
 
    We sat like that for at least a good ten or fifteen minutes, eating cheese-stuffed pastries drizzled with honey and coated in sugar, chasing it down with rich Romanian coffee and talking about local recipes. 
 
    Finally, Sister Apollonia said, “So, about your research, what exactly is it you’re trying to find?” 
 
    I took another sip of coffee. “I need to find out what happened a long time ago to a little girl named Luminița. She was the daughter of Lăcrămioara Dragavei, one of the women impaled on a stake by order of Vlad Țepeș. I also need to find out what happened to another young girl named Florentina cel Mare. In 1459, her mother met the same fate as Lăcrămioara Dragavei. Florentina was about ten years old at the time. I believe her mother’s name was Florina cel Mare.” I took another sip of coffee before broaching the subject I was hesitant to mention, fearful that Sister Apollonia would react the same as Father Andrei had. “I found boxes in the basement of the cottage where I’m living. Many were filled with binders of artwork. Among them I found sketches of both Florina and Florentina, which was very exciting. When I mentioned the boxes to a few other students in my village, we decided to search all our basements. We found a lot of things, including religious items like Bibles, rosary beads and crucifixes. We gave them to Father Andrei because we figured the church would like to have them.” 
 
    A darkened mood fell once again across Sister Apollonia’s face. She developed such a look of consternation, the lines in her face deepened, giving the appearance she was aging right before my eyes. “I know why you’re here.” 
 
    I suddenly felt nauseated. My stomach clenched around the sweet pastries and coffee. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Standing, Sister Apollonia walked over to the fireplace. Gazing up at the Cross where Jesus hung crucified, a bloodied crown of thorns pressed into his scalp, she blessed herself with the sign of the cross. My mother had taken me to Catholic church when I was small, so I recognized the gesture. 
 
    As she walked back to the couch, she clutched the crucifix hanging from her belt. “You’re a ghost whisperer, am I right?” 
 
    That took me by surprise. “Yes…” 
 
    Sister Apollonia sat down. As she spoke with me, she pulled a set of rosary beads from her pocket. She started running her fingertips over it, one wooden bead at a time. She was multitasking. I can’t imagine holding a conversation while silently saying the prayers of the rosary, but that seemed to be exactly what she was doing. Although I supposed there was another explanation. Perhaps touching the beads was enough to activate previous words she’d already prayed many times with her rosary. Perhaps they now rose from the beads like ghosts of prayers to protect her, the same way ghosts rose from the grave to haunt me and ask for my help. 
 
    As she moved her fingers from one bead to the next, Sister Apollonia said, “Of course. You’re not the first. Ocean View students come here semester after semester, year after year, hoping to make things right for the spirits of those who died tragically. Sometimes they solve the problem. Many times, they do not. A couple of years ago, a student named Daisy Dixon tried to solve the mystery of Luminița, daughter of Lăcrămioara Dragavei, and Florentina cel Mare, the daughter of Florina cel Mare.” 
 
    I swear my heart stopped, then sped up to make up for the missed beats. “Daisy Dixon! Yes! That’s the student who left artwork in my basement.” I had so many questions! “What happened to her? Was she able to help the ghosts of Lăcrămioara or Florina?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia’s fingers moved from her rosary beads to the silver crucifix dangling from them. “Obviously not.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what that meant. “She made portraits of Florina and her daughter, though. Was she unable to find out what happened to her daughter?” 
 
    Pouring herself a cup of water, Sister Apollonia took a sip. “Daisy became quite ill. She had to return home before her semester ended.” 
 
    “Oh. What was wrong with her?” 
 
    Standing up, Sister Apollonia began alternately pacing the floor behind the couch and grasping onto it for support. “I’m not exactly sure. She looked very pale the last time I saw her. She had dark circles under her eyes. Perhaps she worked too hard at unraveling things she didn’t understand. That can take a toll.” 
 
    “A lot’s expected of us. I would really like to have the information to let Lăcrămioara Dragavei and Florina cel Mare know what happened to their daughters before my semester here ends. That’s the least I can do for them. Can you imagine waiting centuries somewhere in Limbo before being able to move on in the afterlife because you love someone so much, you have to know what happened to them? And can you imagine going through that after having died impaled on a stake as ordered by the murderous leader of your country?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia shivered. “No. I cannot.” Leaning forward, grasping onto the back of the couch, she looked me directly in the eye with a kind of ferocious intensity. “Look. I will help you. But know that I have two masters: God, who is my Heavenly and most important master, and the priests who are my bosses here on Earth. The priests are guardians of many ancient documents and relics and I can only share with you what is allowed. Some of the materials are…fragile. Those I might not be able to share. I’ll do my best. I, too, would like to see the souls of those two mothers rest in peace. A love like that should be rewarded, not made the reason for eternal suffering.” 
 
    And then, as though released from the clutches of some insane darkness, Sister Apollonia sat down on the couch and placed a couple of pastries on her plate. She followed that up by drizzling honey and sprinkling sugar on them and pouring herself another cup of coffee. After adding cream and sugar and taking a sip, she spoke to me as though we were having a pleasant get-together at a coffee shop. “What are you doing a week from today?” 
 
    “Nothing other than working on my research paper and doing homework.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia set her cup down on the coffee table. “Good. I need help working the gardens and tending to the gravesites on our property. Are you willing to help? We can talk while we work.” 
 
    I felt like I was in the middle of an old movie I’d watched with my mom a few years back: Karate Kid. The karate master is supposed to be teaching this young kid karate, but he spends an entire summer having him do chores like painting a fence and waxing a bunch of cars. In the end, the movements the boy learns by doing those chores prepare him for actual karate moves, but it sure doesn’t look like that all summer. It totally seemed like the karate master was taking advantage of the kid, and it’s quite possible he was, even though he ends up teaching him karate. 
 
    I sure hoped Sister Apollonia planned to help me rather than take advantage. I had so much work to do already, I didn’t feel the least bit like gardening. And the whole idea of being asked to help with gravesites seemed downright creepy. 
 
    I kept my concerns to myself. “Sure. I can do that.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia walked me to the door. “Why don’t you come over around two o’clock next Wednesday. Does that work for you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I bundled up, wrapping my scarf around my neck before stepping outside into the cold. 
 
    I had no idea what to make of Sister Apollonia. She seemed haunted by demons. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 32 
 
    Next Wednesday, I made sure to show up at the convent right on time. Actually, I got there five minutes early. I was determined to make a good impression on Sister Apollonia, let her know I could be a responsible and reliable worker. She knew things about Daisy. I hoped she’d open up to me if we continued working together. 
 
    She opened the door only seconds after I knocked. Grabbing a black woolen jacket from a hook in the hallway, she put it on before stepping outside. “Brrrrr. It’s brisk today, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded. “It sure is.” 
 
    Pulling a pair of black gloves from her pocket, she slipped them on. “How are you today?” 
 
    “Good.” I guess I was good. Worried and anxious about my internship project, but as good as I could be with that hanging over my head. 
 
    Sister Apollonia gave me a fleeting smile. “I’m glad to hear that. Let’s head on over to the building where we store our tools and gardening supplies, shall we?” 
 
    I wondered what we could possibly garden in such chilly weather. Dirt? I followed her lead, however, hiking up a hill to a cluster of trees. A few yards in, there was a rectangular stone building. The size of a multi-car garage, it had two double doors in front, much like those on a barn. 
 
    Unlatching the doors, Sister Apollonia stepped inside. I followed. 
 
    The space was stuffed to the brim. Sister Apollonia grabbed a wheelbarrow and told me to do the same. Then we loaded them up with shovels, rakes, packets of seeds and a bunch of seedlings in pots. 
 
    I learned a lot that day, although not much about Daisy or whatever had happened to the children of the ghosts I was supposed to help. I learned that quite a few vegetables and fruits are planted in winter. Removing at least a hundred seedlings from their pots and placing them into the ground, I felt like I was sentencing them to death by freezing. Sister Apollonia assured me they’d thrive. “I have a green thumb. Trust me. I’ve been doing this for years.” We planted seedlings of broccoli, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, mustard and spinach. We planted seeds for cantaloupe and carrots. In addition to learning exactly how to plant such a wide variety of edible plants, I learned exactly why the word backbreaking was coined. By the time I got back to my cottage after all that physical labor, all that bending and stretching and digging and lifting, it certainly felt like my back was going to break apart every time I moved. I took a long, hot shower to loosen up my muscles. I thought about taking Aleve, but decided I needed something stronger. I called Kiara Pearson, the witch I’d been paired with when we’d visited the village of sick people, and asked if she had any kind of potion for severe back pain. She said, “Of course. That’s a rather simple potion. Same one I use for migraines. I’ll bring some over.” 
 
    She was a godsend. The potion kept my back from going into spasms and let me get a good night’s sleep. 
 
    At the end of our first day of gardening, Sister Apollonia had asked me if I was free the next few Wednesdays. I said I was, although I have to tell you I was worried I’d learn absolutely nothing to help the ghosts I needed to help; but would instead be turned into Sister Apollonia’s Karate Kid, doing all kinds of backbreaking chores for the convent. It made me feel incredibly grumpy. 
 
    I wondered if that’s what happened to Daisy. Did she get swept up in the same kind of thing: working so hard for the convent, she neglected her internship? I told myself that was ridiculous. The only reason I’d gotten so involved with the convent is because we’d brought the religious items over to the church. That’s what started everything. 
 
    The following Wednesday, Sister Apollonia’s plan was that we’d tend one of the graveyards on the church grounds. There were several located on the grounds and several more in the forest. As Sister Apollonia explained, the church had been around for a long time and many families were buried at Saint George’s. If this was going to be anything like the gardening, my back was going to hate me. 
 
    The graveyard she chose for us to work on that day was fairly large, maybe a hundred tombstones or so. Most were old; many were cracked and stained with dirt and grime. Our job was to rake dead flowers and leaves from each gravesite and plant new flowers in front of the tombstones. The flowers were types that do fine in winter: an evergreen plant called winter heath that had lots of tiny pink flowers, drooping white flowers called snowdrop or galanthus, bright purple flowers called viola, and star-shaped flowers called glory of the snow that came in blue, white and pink colors. 
 
    I tried to focus on the beauty of the flowers. Working in that graveyard intensified the frightening out-of-body sensations that always gained a stranglehold over me as soon as I stepped onto the church grounds. Touching the soil made me feel blind, as though I was reading the Braille messages coming through the dirt from the people buried below. I felt lost in the in-between world, somewhere between death and the flowers masking the horror of the rotting corpses below me. 
 
    I tried to concentrate, to remember the exercises I’d done in my Understanding the In-Between Worlds Through Sensory Deprivation class last semester. I tried to calm myself, to remain centered in the real world. I reminded myself I was simply planting flowers. Even though they were being planted on gravesites, it was being done to pay respect to the dead and brighten up the graves for all the living persons who visit. I was a ghost whisperer. I’d always feel a paranormal connection to the dead. That didn’t mean, however, that I couldn’t ground myself in the world of the living. 
 
    I focused more intently on exactly what I was doing. I studied the beautiful flowers I was about to extract from their clay pot and plant in the ground. This particular plant was a blue star-shaped glory of the snow. I loved that name. I concentrated on the name, repeating it several times in my mind in order to force concentration. Glory of the Snow. Glory of the Snow. Glory of the Snow. Then I studied the individual flowers. The tips of the petals were blue, the rest white. At the center was a yellow circle, reminding me of the sun at the center of our solar system. 
 
    Digging into the dirt along the sides of the pot with a garden trowel, I loosened the plant from its tiny home. As soon as the dirt was broken up, I removed the plant and the dirt surrounding the roots and placed it into the hole I’d already made in the ground. Then I patted dirt from the gravesite all around it. It looked great. 
 
    I studied the gravestone. It was so weathered and beaten-up by time, I couldn’t read the name or all the numbers in the year the person had died. I felt incredibly sad. When we’re alive, we can’t imagine ever disappearing from Earth. After we’re gone, however, even our gravestones eventually forget our names. I thought of my mom and Aunt Hazel and vowed to call them. I wondered how long they had left. For some reason, I thought of them as always being in my life, even though intellectually I knew better. 
 
    Pulling myself out of sadness, I concentrated again on the flowers. They added a beautiful spark of joy to a somber location. 
 
    Then I moved to the next grave, again in front of a tombstone with an illegible name and burial year. This time, I decided to plant winter heath. Its pretty pink flowers would look great next door to the blue glory of the snow. I performed the same ritual as previously: digging a hole in the ground, loosening the dirt along the side of the pot, removing the plant from its container, placing it in the hole and making sure the roots were completely covered in dirt. 
 
    As I stood up and pushed the wheelbarrow over to the next grave, I felt the ground shake. I looked over at Sister Apollonia. She didn’t seem to notice anything. Kneeling in front of a gravesite where she was about to plant flowers, she had her hands folded in prayer. I hadn’t thought to do that. Maybe I should have at least said something kind to the person in the ground. I wondered if anyone ever stopped by to visit anymore. 
 
    The shaking stopped so quickly, I thought maybe I’d imagined it, or maybe it had been caused by the testing of military equipment or something else like that. 
 
    For the next grave, I decided to plant a white flower, the drooping snowdrop. It was such a pretty flower. 
 
    As I pressed dirt all around the roots at the end of a procedure for which I already had muscle memory from doing it so many times, the gravesite started to shake. Cracks formed all around the snowdrop and then sucked it into the earth. 
 
    I jumped up, feeling terrified that we were having an earthquake. Did Romania have earthquakes? I had no idea. No one had ever mentioned anything and I’d never come across anything about it in all the reading I’d done on Romania. 
 
    I looked over at Sister Apollonia. Again, she seemed unbothered by anything, humming as she planted another flower. 
 
    As the shaking stopped almost immediately once again, I debated whether or not to say anything to the nun. Looking down at the ground, I realized I had to say something. The snowdrop plant was completely gone except for a few petals scattered across the dirt. 
 
    I walked over to Sister Apollonia. “Did you feel an earthquake?” 
 
    She placed a hand above her eyes to block out the sun as she peered up at me. “When?” 
 
    “A few seconds ago.” 
 
    “No, not at all. Maybe a truck drove by and I didn’t notice it. Or a train. There’s a track nearby. The trains create quite a bit of rumbling. I’m so used to it, I barely notice it anymore.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “It was definitely more than that. The dirt on the grave where I was planting flowers cracked open enough to suck the plant down into it.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia’s face tightened. Her eyes grew wide. She looked very scared. Standing up, she said, “Let me see.” 
 
    I started thinking maybe I had imagined it. When we reached the grave, however, the plant was indeed gone. In place of cracks, the dirt had been completely broken up, as though someone had pushed up from inside the grave. 
 
    Covering her mouth with her hand, Sister Apollonia gasped. She stared at the grave for a few seconds, then reached into her pocket and pulled out a plastic bottle with a picture of the Virgin Mary on it. Her hands shook so badly as she twisted off the cap, she ended up dropping it on the grave. Although there wasn’t any wind, the blue plastic cap went skittering from the site, landing on the grass next to it. With her hand now shaking so hard it looked like she was having a seizure, Sister Apollonia threw holy water onto the gravesite. After retrieving the cap and twisting it back on the bottle, she made the sign of the cross. Sticking the holy water back in her pocket and grabbing the crucifix hanging from her waist, she fell to her knees and started praying. 
 
    After that, she turned to me. “Let’s call it a day. We can meet again next Wednesday.” 
 
    I needed more clarity. Something had happened, but I wasn’t sure what. She was ending our work as quickly as Father Andrei had ended our final meeting. I looked at my wheelbarrow full of flowers. “Shouldn’t we finish placing more flowers on the graves? I’m happy to keep working. I mean, unless there was an earthquake. Was there an earthquake?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia’s mouth tightened. “No. There wasn’t an earthquake. I just need to stop for today. I’m…very tired.” 
 
    She didn’t look tired. She looked scared. 
 
    I tried again. “You should rest then. I’m happy to keep working.” 
 
    Placing her hands on her hips, she gave me a stern look. “No. That wouldn’t be fair. Now, let’s get these things back to the gardening supplies building, OK?” 
 
    She was adamant. She wasn’t going to change her mind. 
 
    As we pushed our wheelbarrows back to the building where they were stored, someone stepped from the forest. My heart pounded, although in an excited way. It took me a moment to realize I was reacting to the sight of the red-headed guy who worked in the monastery library. He was wearing a black jacket with jeans and leather boots. He looked amazing. 
 
    Catching sight of us, he waved. I swear he winked at me, although I couldn’t be sure. He continued on his way. 
 
    I lifted my hand to wave, but he’d already turned away from us. 
 
    Idiot. I’d frozen up when I’d had the chance to return a friendly gesture. 
 
    That evening, I made sure to call my mom and Aunt Hazel. They seemed to be doing fine. I couldn’t bring myself to talk about the planting of flowers I’d done earlier that day. The whole situation had me too rattled to talk about it in any kind of normal way. And I certainly couldn’t tell them how a grave had opened up and swallowed the flower I was planting. They’d make me come home—not because they were worried something bad might happen to me, but because they’d think I’d lost my mind. Truth be told, they might be right. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 33 
 
    The following Tuesday, Sister Apollonia called with what seemed to me a strange request. She asked if I could change our time for working on the gravesites to 9:30 PM. She said she had some flowers that did much better if planted under moonlight. 
 
    My first thought was how frightening it would be to walk home from the church grounds in the dark. Going there would probably be OK, as the sun didn’t set until around 9:00 or 9:30 in Romania this time of year. I asked if I could bring a friend. Although she hesitated, Sister Apollonia said that would be fine. 
 
    I decided to call Kiara Pearson. I felt a witch would be best for protection. A witch had potions and impressive powers. All a ghost whisperer could do is talk to the ghosts of dead people. And I wanted to avoid becoming one of those. 
 
    Kiara agreed to go with me and said she’d bring along another student from her village who’d been meaning to visit Saint George’s. 
 
    The other student was Raina Madero. She had long black hair, brown eyes that shined with intensity and intelligence, and the tattoo of a Celtic braid encircling her neck like a necklace. She was full of energy, waving her arms around as she talked, as though needing to burn off excess energy. She was wearing a red jacket with a black hat and gloves. 
 
    On our way over to the convent Wednesday night, I explained what had happened the last time I was there. It was easy to talk to witches about stuff like that. They doubted nothing. 
 
    When I got to the part about Sister Apollonia shaking holy water onto the grave, Raina pulled off her gloves and stuffed them into her pocket. Turning her hands over so the palms faced upward, she ignited green flames on their surface. Noticing me staring, she commented, “Just practicing.” 
 
    Kiara added, “Yeah,” and pulled the gloves off her own hands. Two seconds later, red flames ignited within her palms. “We’re ready.” 
 
    At that point, my anxiety level skyrocketed. A part of me always liked to remain in denial, to pretend things weren’t quite as bad as they seemed. That technique had gotten me through a lot of tough times in my life. “Ready for what?” 
 
    Rather than looking over at me, Kiara stared straight ahead, as though moving toward her destination with raw determination. “Ready for whatever. I’m not sure what we’re dealing with, but it doesn’t sound good. And it sounds like the nun is covering up for someone or something, trying to keep a secret under wraps.” 
 
    That surprised me. “Sister Apollonia? She’s so sweet.” 
 
    Kiara looked at me briefly. “Sweet people provide cover for evil things all the time.” 
 
    I chewed on that for a while. I had to admit there was a lot of truth to it. 
 
    By the time we reached the convent, the sun had set and shadows were creeping across the grounds. 
 
    I sighed; then knocked on the door. As usual, Sister Apollonia answered almost immediately. “Hello, girls.” She studied Kiara and Raina with a nervous expression, her face tight, her eyebrows furrowed. I thought maybe she was upset I’d brought two extra people along, rather than just one. Perhaps she thought I was taking advantage, splitting my work up among three people rather than doing it myself. Well, too bad. I was free labor, after all. I’d agreed to do it mostly to see if Sister Apollonia could help me with my research, but that was the only possible payment I’d ever receive. 
 
    Kiara and Raina smiled. 
 
    Kiara reached out a hand. “Hello. I’m Kiara Pearson, a friend of Shade’s.” 
 
    Raina did the same. “Hi. I’m Raina Madero, another Ocean View student.” 
 
    I noticed neither of them mentioned they were from the witches’ village. Probably a good idea. I had no idea how Sister Apollonia felt about witches. She seemed OK with ghost whisperers, but lots of people saw ghosts. We weren’t an especially powerful group within the magical community. I’d give anything to be able to ignite fireballs in my hands. 
 
    Sister Apollonia shook their hands and forced a few smiles bordering on grimaces. Whatever her concerns, she probably seemed friendly enough to people who’d never met her before. I knew better. She’d been acting strangely the past couple of weeks. 
 
    Dropping all pretenses of a smile, Sister Apollonia grabbed her black woolen jacket from the hook in the hallway and put it on. Stepping outside and closing the door, she put on her black gloves. “Let’s go, then.” 
 
    Kiara, Raina and I chatted the whole way over to the building with the gardening tools. That helped take our minds off the cold night air and the darkness falling all around us. Every time conversation paused, I found myself searching the shadows for proof of danger. 
 
    When we reached our destination, Kiara and Raina raved about how cool all the plants and gardening supplies were and how awesome the stone building was. I wondered if they had hedge witch talents along with their other powers. 
 
    Their compliments seemed to please Sister Apollonia. She relaxed her shoulders a bit; her smiles became more natural. 
 
    We were all told to grab a wheelbarrow and load it up with tools and plants. The flowers were different varieties this time; most smelled heavenly. 
 
    As Raina placed a tall green plant with purple flowers in her wheelbarrow, she said, “Oh, I know this plant. Moonwort.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia turned quickly from the shelf where she’d been selecting plants and studied Raina for a bit. 
 
    Kiara shot Raina a furtive look, as though warning her to hush. 
 
    Looking over at Sister Apollonia and smiling as though to communicate everything was fine, Raina placed another clay pot of moonwort in her wheelbarrow. 
 
    We continued choosing flowers. 
 
    Curious about the particular flowers available to us for placing on gravesites under moonlight—an especially strange assignment—I read the labels on the shelves under each type of plant. 
 
    I chose Moonflower first. I absolutely had to include that one. The name was perfect. It was an especially beautiful plant: large petals as white as the moon, a star shape at the center of each flower. I loaded ten pots of that into my wheelbarrow. 
 
    Next, I grabbed a dozen pots of Night Phlox, also called Midnight Candy. Again, the name! How could I not choose midnight candy? Shaped like pinwheels, each flower was white on top and maroon underneath. I took a sniff. The scent was heavenly, a mixture of honey and vanilla. 
 
    To add more color…and again, because of the name!…I added a dozen pots of Angel’s Trumpet. What could be better for a spot where the deceased lay buried? The plant was pretty: a profusion of green leaves with drooping yellow flowers shaped like trumpets. I almost hesitated when I noticed that another name for this plant—written in smaller letters under Angel’s Trumpet—was Trumpet of Death. I thought that over. It still worked. I imagined an angel’s trumpet as an instrument played by an angel, announcing the entrance of the newly deceased into Heaven. Perhaps trumpets of death are something to let the world know a person has left the land of the living. I found that reassuring. The names of the deceased were no longer visible on most of the tombstones. It was nice to think that upon blooming each night, the flowers would remind the world that someone who had once walked the Earth now lay buried in that spot. 
 
    Finally, I chose a half dozen clay pots of Night Gladiolus. It had pale yellow flowers and an awesome spicy scent. 
 
    When everyone had finished loading up their wheelbarrows, Sister Apollonia led the way to the graveyard where we’d be working. This one was located right at the edge of the church property, next to a forest. Containing at least another hundred tombstones, it was surrounded by a plain wooden fence. 
 
    The moon was almost full, casting an eerie light over the land, igniting the edges of leaves in silver and causing shadows to creep out from beneath the tombstones. It was cold, bitterly cold. Clouds of steam escaped our mouths every time we spoke, as though tiny ghosts were leaving our bodies and escaping into the night. 
 
    Soon we began working in silence, digging holes in the earth to make room for our plants. Eventually, dozens of white flowers took in the moon’s illumination and made it their own. It added immeasurably to the site. 
 
    Every so often, Sister Apollonia stopped working. She’d scan the church grounds, peer into the forest or take furtive glances at the rest of us. She seemed extraordinarily tense and worried about something. I tried to ignore her the best I could. It was cold. I needed to relax and find as much pleasure as possible in the environment around me or I wouldn’t be able to finish the job. Sister Apollonia was making me nervous. 
 
    Picking up a clay pot containing night phlox or midnight candy, I took a sniff. It smelled of deliciousness, like candy made of honey and vanilla. That helped calm me. As I dug into the dirt, a cold breeze wafted the scent of the flowers in my direction. 
 
    A couple hours later, I stood up to take in what we’d accomplished so far. The view was rewarding. We’d brightened many gravesites with flowers that were now opening their arms to embrace the night and the moon’s illumination. 
 
    I lifted a moonflower plant from the wheelbarrow, placed it in the hole I’d dug, and was about to tuck it in for the night with a blanket of dirt when the ground shook. 
 
    Last time that happened, Sister Apollonia had denied there was an earthquake, although she’d looked as scared as someone experiencing an especially destructive one. 
 
    Raina dropped the clay pot she’d been holding. It danced across the dirt and shattered against the tombstone. “Oh, noooo!” She moved quickly to pick up the pieces and brush off the tombstone. There really wasn’t any need to do that. The tombstone was already cracked from age and spattered with rain-driven mud. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    Kiara jumped up from the site where she’d been kneeling, working hard to place night phlox in the ground. “Yes! What was that?” 
 
    I dropped the garden trowel I’d been using into the wheelbarrow and stared at Sister Apollonia. “I felt the same thing the last time I was here.” 
 
    I asked the two witches I’d brought along, “Have you ever felt shaking like this back in your village?” 
 
    Raina and Kiara both said, “No.” 
 
    Returning my gaze to Sister Appolonia, I gave her a hard, studied look. “Same for my village. Never. Not even the slightest tremor. We’re very close to the church grounds, within walking distance. I think we would have felt something at some point, since these strong tremors seem to be a regular thing.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia scanned the graves, as though looking for something. “I don’t think it’s an earthquake. They’re very rare in our country. Hopefully, everything will be fine. Let me go get something…” And with that, she took off in the direction of the church. 
 
    Raina’s eyes grew wide, gathering moonlight into a glimmer within them. “What the…?” 
 
    Kiara turned to me. She looked angry. “Yeah, what the heck is Sister Apollonia doing? It’s completely possible we’re at the start of a series of earthquakes. We’re new to Romania. We have a long walk back to our villages to ask staff about any of this. And she just walks off and abandons us while we’re providing free labor for her church? I say…” 
 
    Before Kiara could utter another word, the ground shook violently for what seemed like an eternity. 
 
    We screamed like banshees. 
 
    When the ground stopped shaking, I tried to remember what I’d learned about earthquakes when we moved to California. My Aunt Hazel had insisted we all learn what to do in the event we experienced one. Remembering you’re supposed to get to a spot where nothing can fall on you, I pointed to the forest. “We need to get away from the trees! If we’re about to experience a bad earthquake, we could be hit by a falling branch!” I started running into the open space on the other side of the graveyard. “Go! Go! Go!” 
 
    Raina and Kiara followed me, all of us running like crazy. My lungs burned as the cold air rubbed them raw. 
 
    When everything calmed down, we sat on the grass, exhausted. Raina suggested we head back to campus. 
 
    We were just standing up, getting ready to take off, when the world ripped open and exposed an ugly secret. 
 
    The ground shook so violently, we were knocked over. It was impossible to stay upright with the earth moving so ferociously beneath our feet. I was more terrified than I’d ever been in my entire life. 
 
    And then, fists punched through the dirt. Arms and hands emerged from individual graves. Oh my God. I was seeing exactly what Daisy had drawn: the exact same image she’d created in her sketchbook, Saint George Church and Monastery. I’d thought the picture was symbolic. She’d added ghosts swirling around the graveyard, which I’d assumed were symbolic representations of ghosts taking off for the afterlife. 
 
    Gripped by horror, I forced myself to look at the cemetery, to see if any ghosts were visible. I found none. 
 
    Meanwhile, something happened to Kiara and Raina. They transformed themselves through some kind of insane power I didn’t possess. 
 
    For a second, I thought about giving into all the survival impulses screaming like banshees in my head: Flee! Get the hell out of here! You’ll never survive if you fight! Instead, I moved as if in a nightmare, slowly, nearly frozen in place. I moved only a short distance from Kiara and Raina, to watch and wait and give them room for whatever they were about to do. 
 
    Monstrously grotesque bodies rose from the graves, baring sharpened teeth as they growled with an unholy roar. Strigoi! 
 
    I imagined myself being torn to shreds, these horrific creatures grasping my flesh with razor-sharp claws and sucking the blood from my body. Either this was my last night on Earth or I’d walk the world forever, an undead husk of my former self, living forever but always needing human blood. The myths varied. Strigoi were either vampires or closely related to them. Either way, they were far more dangerous than anything I’d ever encountered in my entire life up to that point. 
 
    I tried to keep a grip on my mind that had exploded into chaos with each surge of adrenalin. I thought back to what Dr. Valentine had said. I’d written it down and memorized it in case I ever needed it. I desperately needed it now. “How many of you have had experience with the phantom of someone who technically dies, but is brought back to life by doctors? Or the phantoms of people in comas? Or, probably way beyond your comfort zones, the phantoms of half-dead or ‘undead’ creatures such as vampires or the moroi and strigoi?” Last semester was preparation. I was now in the middle of the appalling reality. I had to marshal every technique I’d learned to deal with the in-between worlds. We were now face-to-face with the undead. Neither truly living nor truly dead, the strigoi were monstrous. First of all, I needed to calm myself as much as possible and focus on survival. 
 
    Bright red fireballs formed in the palms of Kiara and Raina’s hands, flames bleeding into the dark night air around them. 
 
    As clouds passed over the moon, it became nothing more than a cold dead eye blinking at the horrific tragedy taking place below its observation spot on high. 
 
    Bats fluttered from the forest, hundreds of them taking flight at once. Were they fleeing something worse hidden among the trees? Would something more ghastly than the strigoi come bounding out of the woods, tearing the trees limb from limb, then doing that to us? 
 
    Focus. Focus. 
 
    Wolves howled—haunted, ravenous voices piercing the night, as though packs roamed the forest on some awful hunt. We were all nothing but prey. 
 
    Kiara and Raina had been turning in circles, striking poses as though readying themselves for martial combat. Fire sizzled in the palms of their hands. Finally, seizing on a moment they must have felt was either their best chance at slaying the strigoi or their last chance before the strigoi obliterated us all, the two witches raised their arms. Streams of electricity and fire shot from their hands, burning through the skin of several strigoi. 
 
    That enraged the entire group of demonic monsters, now broken free from the confines of their graves. They flew around Kiara and Raina as though controlled by one mind, cooperating as if they had one sole purpose: to destroy the beings standing in their way. The strigoi screeched with an earsplitting sound so unearthly, it seemed born in the pits of Hell. My heart filled with so much terror, it felt on the edge of exploding. Blood pumped through my ears with the sound of soldiers’ drums as they headed off for battle. Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! 
 
    Kiara and Raina continued to unleash streams of electricity and fire, igniting and burning the rotting flesh of the undead. The air became putrid, horrible to breathe. 
 
    Somewhere off in the distance, there were booming explosions of sound. I tried to figure out what that might be. It sounded like doors and windows and shutters flying open and banging against walls during a massive hurricane. 
 
    At that moment, Raina raised her hands. She pivoted around in a circle so fast, she looked like a crazed ballerina trying to pirouette herself into madness. Instead, she proved herself crazy as a fox, pulling the fence around the graveyard from the dirt with the power of her movements, shaking the individual pickets of the wooden fence loose from the connected posts and rails. Each picket—sharpened to a point at both ends—flew through the air, a smart missile searching for its target, until it impaled a strigoi straight through the heart. 
 
    She’d used the fence like a belt-fed machine gun, ripping the pickets from the fence and turning them into ammunition, using her hands like a machine gun to take down the enemy. It worked. Strigoi fell to the ground, stinking beasts reigning down from the sky, landing bloodied on their now empty graves. The screech they made as they took their last breath was horrifying. It was as though Satan himself were being murdered. 
 
    Raina and Kiara weren’t able to kill all the strigoi, however. The survivors went flying off in the direction of the church. 
 
    Looking exhausted but wired with fear, Raina said, “Oh my God. They’re headed in the same direction Sister Apollonia went. We have to go after them.” 
 
    Kiara resisted that suggestion. “No. I say we go back home. The nun did nothing to protect us. She left at the very first sign of trouble when it seemed to us we were about to get hit with a series of earthquakes.” 
 
    I stood silently by, frozen with fear. There wasn’t much I could do; but I didn’t want to run away and abandon the other two girls like Sister Apollonia had done, especially since I’d brought them there in the first place. 
 
    Placing her hands on Kiara’s shoulders, Raina looked her in the eye with burning intensity. “Look, we can’t just leave. Returning to our cottages may result in the strigoi following us and killing everyone in our villages. We have to finish this.” 
 
    Kiara nodded like a brainless bobblehead while she gathered her thoughts and wits. “OK. You’re right.” 
 
    Raina removed her hands from Kiara’s shoulders and let out a sigh. “All right. Let’s go.” 
 
    As we walked across the grounds to get to the church, dozens of bats flew overhead. One came dangerously close to Raina, touching her hair with its mouth. Shrieking, she reached up, flailing at it until it moved a few inches away. Then she blasted it with a stream of fire from her fingertips. It fell to the ground, charred. 
 
    The wolves started up again, piercing the night with their soulful howls. 
 
    The cold air blowing on our faces with frozen breath was actually a relief from the stench we were leaving behind. 
 
    When we arrived at the church, we found the doors locked, no lights on, no sign of Sister Apollonia. 
 
    The loud sound of wood banging against stone caught our attention. 
 
    Raina said, “Come on. Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    The sound led us to the church library. A few windows were glowing with golden light, illuminated from within. The front doors were locked, but the banging sound had grown louder. It definitely seemed to be coming from this building. 
 
    We circled the church. A side door was wide open, golden light spilling onto the ground in front of it. The wind repeatedly snuck in behind the door, moving it toward the frame, promising to latch it closed; then playing the trickster, running around to the other side and blowing it against the stone wall. Bam! 
 
    Raina raised a finger to her lips, signaling us to be quiet. Stepping through the open door, she led the way down a long hallway covered in red carpet, as though it were an invitation for us to see where it led. Halfway down the passageway, we found another open door, golden light spilling onto the red carpet. 
 
    We stepped inside. 
 
    On the opposite side of the room, a nun watched us. I expected her to interrogate us, to ask for our identification, to pose a litany of questions as to why we were there so late. I looked over at Raina and Kiara. They were filthy, their clothes spattered with mud, the bottoms of their shoes covered in it. I thought of the red carpet. We’d no doubt left footprints. Not only was Raina spattered with mud, she had an equal amount of blood on her clothing from her battle with the strigoi. For the first time, I noticed an angry scratch across her cheek, now covered in dried blood. My heart nearly stopped. Had a strigoi gotten her with its clawed hand? If so, was that enough to turn her into one of the undead? 
 
    I’d deal with that later. Focus. Focus. 
 
    By the time I turned away from studying Raina and Kiara, the nun had vanished. 
 
    Kiara whispered, “Sister Apollonia…” 
 
    “What? I don’t think so.” I have to admit I only saw the nun at a distance and my mind was totally messed up from the battle we’d just been through. 
 
    Raina shrugged her shoulders. “I’m pretty sure it was her. No matter who it was, however, she was definitely a nun and she obviously wants us here. Otherwise, she would have asked for our I.D.s. It’s late at night. It’s extremely unusual for students to barge into the church library at this hour to do research.” 
 
    Kiara wrapped her arms around herself, as though chilled to the bone. “I have to share something with you that I found extremely odd. The plants that Sister Apollonia asked us to plant tonight…None of them are planted in winter. And you know the angel’s trumpet? It’s extremely poisonous to both humans and animals. It’s poisonous to eat and can even be poisonous to touch. Every part of it is poisonous. That includes the flowers, stems, leaves and even the roots and seeds. 
 
    Trumpet of Death… 
 
    I felt my cheeks grow hot with fury. “How could she let us choose those without telling us? That’s reprehensible.” 
 
    “She didn’t. We all wore gardening gloves. I saw her looking at your hands every time you guys planted an angel’s trumpet. I didn’t want anything to do with those particular plants. I knew how poisonous they were. When we heard the wolves howling, I realized how horribly negligent it was for her to include those flowers among the ones we could plant. There were wide spaces between the fence pickets. Lots of animals could squeeze through, eat the angel’s trumpet and die.” 
 
    Trumpet of Death… 
 
    I felt sick to my stomach. “Do you think it’s possible she wanted us to plant the angel’s trumpet to kill the strigoi or at least poison them enough to slow them down?” 
 
    Kiara pointed a finger at me. “Bingo. It’s a distinct possibility. And I agree with Raina. I think she opened the door to the church and let it bang against the wall as a signal for us to investigate. Like leaving a trail of breadcrumbs. She knew we’d be curious.” 
 
    Raina started looking around. “We need to search the room. If we’re right, she will have left clues to what it is we’re supposed to find.” 
 
    We split up then, going up and down the aisles between shelves of books and investigating the reading desks. 
 
    When I reached the back of the room, I noticed a door in the corner to my left that was wide open. Inside, I found a set of winding metal stairs. The lights in the stairwell were on. Nervous as all get-out, I took a deep breath and began ascending, one slow step at a time. Although I tried climbing as quietly as possible, my shoes still clanged on each metal step. 
 
    When I reached the top of the staircase, I found another door that had been left open. It led to a well-lit room. 
 
    Stepping inside, my heart raced like a terrified animal. Was someone in the room? That seemed likely, considering all the lights had been left on and the doors hadn’t been locked. My normal inclination would be to find out by saying, “Hello?” but I was too afraid of who or what I might find there. Instead, I began investigating the room. It was, like the other library rooms, filled with shelves of books and desks where people could read and study. 
 
    The sound of someone rapidly flipping through the pages of a book stabbed my heart with a sudden surge of adrenalin. Ducking behind a shelf, I listened closely in order to determine the direction of the sound. Once I figured that out, I snuck from bookshelf to bookshelf until I could get a clear view. 
 
    As soon as I peered around the bookshelf closest to the wall with windows, I saw exactly what was happening. Someone had left a window open. The wind had picked up, whistling along the building and making the trees outside dance to its tune. Every time the wind swooped inside, it rustled the pages of two enormous books sitting on the desk directly below the window. That seemed so incredibly odd to me. These books were rare and valuable. The church kept tight control over the people allowed to look at them. Who would carelessly leave them below an open window where wind and rain could ruin them? 
 
    Like a series of flashbacks, I remembered the training I’d had in my virtual reality classes. I remembered how we’d learned to solve mysteries by playing virtual reality games where we had to find and analyze clues, then put all the pieces of evidence together to solve the puzzle. This seemed remarkably like that. If I was indeed standing within a maze leading me to the solution of a mystery at the end, who had set this up and exactly what did they want me to solve? Perhaps I was only seeing it this way because I’d solved mysteries over and over again using this technique in a wide variety of simulations. I realized that. However, my intuition was telling me someone had set this up. The places where doors had been left open and lights left on could be viewed as a route on a map, like the paths you follow in a video game. I decided to trust my gut. 
 
    First, I closed the window in order to protect the books. The wind wasn’t sentient. If this was a computer game, the books would be glowing and the wind might indeed be flipping pages to show me which ones to read; but this wasn’t a computer game. 
 
    The window was stuck. The wooden frame was old and battered. I pulled as hard as I could until it finally inched down to the sill and shut. Then I turned to the books. They reminded me of the special hardcover books Natalie collected, although these were thicker. The page edges were golden. The covers were leather, seriously distressed from years of handling. 
 
    I sat down to study the material. There was a lot to search through. The books were titled A History of Saint George Church: Volume XXIV and A History of Saint George Church: Volume XXV. Wow. Volumes twenty-four and twenty-five? How many volumes were there and where were they? I suspected I’d find them all in this room. I was more sure than ever this room held a lot of secrets someone wanted us to find. 
 
    As I started reading a section on the life of Saint George himself, Raina entered the room. “Hello? Shade?” 
 
    I looked up from the book. “Here! In the back, near the windows.” 
 
    Two seconds later, Raina and Kiara came around the last bookshelf hiding them from view. “There you are. Did you find anything?” 
 
    I gave them a quick smile. “Absolutely. I think something weird is going on here…” 
 
    Kiara laughed, a sarcastic tone in her voice. “You think?” 
 
    I rested my arms on the desk. “You didn’t let me finish. I know everything’s frighteningly weird here tonight. My adrenalin’s skyrocketed so high, I feel like my heart’s going to explode. What I mean is: I think someone wants us to solve the extraordinarily creepy things going on here at Saint George’s. Back at Ocean View, did you guys have any virtual reality training where you had to go through exercises that were basically puzzles in which you had to find clues to solve mysteries, most of them murder mysteries?” 
 
    Kiara and Raina looked at each other. “No.” 
 
    “Ah. That’s probably only for ghost whisperers then, since we constantly have to solve murder mysteries to help ghosts of people who were murdered. The ghosts often need justice for the crimes committed against them before they can move on in the afterlife. Well, specific doors were left open and lights in specific rooms were left on in this library after the strigoi attacked tonight. I realize someone might have been careless about locking up, but that’s highly unusual here. By following the path of open doors and lighted areas, I found this room. If you looked at the route on paper, it would look like a map. And this room? It holds a lot of information.” I placed my hands on the books in front of me. “These two books are titled A History of Saint George Church…Volumes XXIV and XXV! There must be a lot more where these came from, probably somewhere in this room.” 
 
    Raina looked exhausted. Her eyes were bloodshot; there were dark circles around them and puffy bags underneath. She sat down across from me. “I’m exhausted. Do you mind if I shut my eyes and take a nap for a few minutes?” 
 
    I studied the angry scrape on her face. “Have you looked at the scratch on your cheek, Raina?” 
 
    She looked resigned. “Yeah. It’s OK.” 
 
    “You don’t want it to get infected. Why don’t you find a bathroom and wash it out before you go to sleep?” I paused, trying to figure out how to ask a difficult question. “Can you…Can a scratch from the strigoi cause you to become…” 
 
    Raina finished the question for me. “Strigoi? The undead? A vampire? Nah. It’s all about viral load. You need a deep bite, basically a puncture wound, and for a vampire to drink a large quantity of your blood before you turn.” 
 
    “It’s viral? You become a vampire through a virus? With all the vampires in this part of Romania, why in God’s name don’t they have a vaccine?” 
 
    Raina swayed in her seat. It looked like she was going to pass out. “I don’t mean that literally. I mean it figuratively. You can think of it like a disease caused by a virus: you need a certain amount of the virus, a high enough viral load, in order to become sick. Same thing with becoming a vampire: you need a certain amount of exposure.” 
 
    I felt relieved to hear that. I’d been terrified the briefest encounter would sentence me to eternal life as the undead. “Why don’t you go wash your face, Raina?” 
 
    I looked at Kiara. Her black skin looked paler to me. I wondered if she was about to faint as well. She had mud and spatters of blood on her face that I’d assumed were from the strigoi. “Kiara, you should go wash your face as well. You’re spattered with blood. I thought it was from the strigoi, but I’m thinking now it could be your own. You don’t want to get an infection from all the mud on your face.” 
 
    Kiara felt her cheeks with her hands, loosening some of the dried mud. “That’s a good idea.” She turned to Raina. “Let’s go…” Taking her by the arm, she glanced at me over her shoulder as they walked away. “We’ll be right back.” 
 
    I settled down then to page through the book in front of me, Volume XXV. It had a lot of information. I skimmed the information on Saint George. Apparently, he killed a dragon, although it seems the dragon may have been a symbol for the Devil himself. Interesting. Too bad he wasn’t still alive. With all the strigoi buried at Saint George, it would have been better to have him slaying monsters than simply having his name on the property. 
 
    As I read, I absentmindedly played with a bunch of silky ribbons attached to the top of the book and hanging down the bottom as bookmarks. When I finished reading about Saint George and started looking at the Table of Contents, I got curious about what other people had recently been reading in the book. Lifting the brightest ribbon, the red silk one, I opened the book to the section it marked. The pages on both sides were filled with sketches of rectangles on a map. Each rectangle was labeled. The heading at the top of the page said: Tombstones, Graveyard #12. On one side of the graveyard was an area with a bunch of tree shapes labeled Forest. On the other side, was an area labeled Church Grounds. 
 
    I reacted to that viscerally. My brain lit on fire with the sensation of a thousand bees buzzing. The neurons fired with the speed of water sprayed from a fire hose, but there was too much noise for me to concentrate. My stomach felt like I was about to throw up all over the old books. 
 
    That map had to be the exact graveyard where the strigoi had attacked us! 
 
    My hands shaking, I lifted the gold ribbon. Another two pages with similar maps! 
 
    Same for the purple ribbon. 
 
    …The green ribbon. 
 
    …The blue ribbon. 
 
    I closed the book and pushed it to the side. Someone had obviously set things up so that we would find these books. 
 
    By the time Kiara and Raina returned, I’d become paralyzed with fear. An anxiety attack had tightened its grip on me. My face was going numb from hyperventilation. My cheeks prickled as though stung by thousands of bees. The pressure on my chest was enormous, making me fear I was about to suffer the same fate as my mother: a massive heart attack, right then and there. Out in the middle of nowhere, there would be no ambulance or surgery. Death was imminent. Oh God, don’t let me be buried with the strigoi. 
 
    My mind went crazy with horrific scenarios. Could strigoi feed on you after you were dead? Was that enough to turn you? If a vampire feasted on your blood soon after death, would you come back to life, the “life” of the undead, and become one of them? 
 
    Raina took one look at me and rushed over to sit beside me. “Are you all right, Shade? You don’t look good.” 
 
    Too upset to find words, I pushed the book in front of her. Pulling the golden silk ribbon over to the side and up, I opened to the section displaying the map of the graveyard where we’d encountered the strigoi. I slapped the page with my open hand. 
 
    Raina turned her attention to the book. Kiara watched her intently, waiting for more information. 
 
    As Raina studied the maps, the blood drained from her face. Her jaw tightened. Finally, looking up at Kiara, she pushed the open book toward her. 
 
    Grabbing a chair, Kiara sat down across from us. She focused on the indicated page. When she finished, she looked at us with a look I’ll never forget. People throw around the expression She looked like she’d seen a ghost, as if that was the worst thing in the world. Well, guess what? Ghost whisperers see ghosts all the time. You get used to it. Kiara looked like she’d seen something straight out of the pits of Hell. And, in a way, she had. The strigoi are monstrous beings that had forfeited passage through the Pearly Gates or admission into any other decent place in the afterlife. 
 
    Raina spoke in halted sentences like someone giving directions on how to get to the hospital while having an asthma attack. “Grab the books.” She pointed at the two in front of us. “Those two. We have to get out of here. It’s not safe.” 
 
    Kiara stared at her, her jaw dropped. “What? We’re going to steal books from the church now?” I had the distinct impression she feared Raina had lost her morals after being scratched by the strigoi. Maybe a bite turns you; but a scratch infects you, taking away your immunity from doing evil. 
 
    Raina grabbed one of the books. “Someone wants us to do that. Probably the nun we saw earlier. There’s information in these books we’re supposed to use to rescue people here. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Kiara grabbed the other book. “Oh…” 
 
    When we reached the door to the library, Kiara stopped. “Do we turn the lights off? Signal to whoever left them on that we’re done here, that we found what they left for us?” 
 
    Raina stepped out into the hallway. “Sure. Good idea. You should close the door, too.” 
 
    We returned outside through the same route we’d taken in the church library, turning off lights and closing doors as we went. When we finally stepped outside, the air was cold as Arctic frost. Either the temperature had dropped or my ability to adapt to the cold had been weakened along with the rest of me. Anxiety, fear and surges of adrenalin had ripped me to shreds. 
 
    The air stank with the stench of burned and bloodied strigoi. We wrapped our scarves around our mouths and noses to block it out the best we could. 
 
    We walked most of the way back in silence. Clouds continuously passed in front of the moon, throwing the night into darkness. When it became impossible to see where we were going, we clicked on our cell phone flashlights. Although the wolves had grown mostly quiet, every so often a lone wolf howled into the night. 
 
    When we were almost back at our cottages, Raina brought up a troubling idea. “I’m not sure strigoi have blood.” 
 
    What was she talking about? During the battle, there had been strigoi blood everywhere. I was at a loss for words. “What?” 
 
    Raina touched the scratch on her cheek. “I’m not sure anyone knows exactly what they are. It’s said they’re troubled spirits that rise from the grave. Yet they have the most monstrous bodies, so they’re not only spirit. It’s also said they can transform into an animal or become invisible. So, do they have their own blood or do they simply fill themselves with the blood they drink from others?” 
 
    Oh my God. I was too exhausted for this. It was like walking home with a professor obsessed with intellectual discussion—you know, the type that would hold a philosophical discussion about the nature of mortality on the way home from a funeral for a loved one. “Who cares? Why are we discussing this now?” 
 
    Raina stopped walking. “The blood all over me and Kiara…was that actually strigoi blood or had they just gorged themselves on the blood of living humans?” 
 
    I thought I was going to puke. 
 
    Kiara looked like I felt. She looked down at her jacket, which was coated in blood and dirt. “Oh my God. I hope not…” 
 
    Raina said, “I’m not saying that to scare you or gross you out. I’m saying that because something just occurred to me. If they gorged on human blood, they may have turned a lot more people recently. Saint George has a serious problem on their hands. I’m just not sure how bad it is.” 
 
    Kiara shivered. “I don’t want to be alone tonight. What do you think about staying in the same cottage tonight?” 
 
    Raina said, “Good idea. Do you guys want to come over to my place?” 
 
    Kiara replied, “Sure. That sounds good.” 
 
    My head was swimming, going back and forth like a minnow between the sense of normality in my old life and the surreal horror in the reality I’d just encountered. On the one hand, I had to get up for class tomorrow. By 11:00, I had to be at my first class of the day, Dealing with the Ghosts of Those Who Died Traumatically and Have Unfinished Business. On the other hand, who gives a crap after what we’d just experienced? And I did not want to spend the rest of the night alone. “Great idea. Sounds good to me, too.” 
 
    The witches’ village was interesting. I didn’t remember the buildings looking like this when we picked up Kiara and the other witches to go over to the village where we tried to help the people who had fallen ill. All the buildings were different from each other. A few sparkled in the moonlight. One looked like a mansion. I mentioned this to Kiara. She said, “Oh, they’re just glamoured. We do this sometimes to develop our skills.” 
 
    When we reached Raina’s cottage, it looked much like mine: cute and small. Unlocking her front door, she said, “Welcome to my humble abode. I guess our village had a glamouring event tonight. Lucky them. I was tied up doing the opposite of glamouring.” 
 
    We had planned to do more research on the books we’d brought back from the church library before going to sleep, but after showers and hot tea by the fireplace, sleep overcame us. I slept like a stone until the sounds of people shouting at each other in front of Raina’s place woke me up. 
 
    Struggling to sit up from the floor where I’d fallen asleep in front of the fireplace, I clicked my cell phone to see what time it was. 9:00 AM. I felt completely and utterly exhausted. My eyes were bleary. As I struggled to clear my head, I realized I only had two hours to eat breakfast and get over to my village for my first class of the day, Dealing with the Ghosts of Those Who Died Traumatically and Have Unfinished Business. I wondered if that included strigoi or only the more ethereal ghosts. I felt incredibly anxious thinking about it. 
 
    Kiara woke up a few seconds after I did. Rubbing her eyes, she looked and sounded incredibly annoyed. “Who’s fighting in the middle of the night?” 
 
    Raina woke up next. She sat up slowly on the couch, then put her feet on the floor and ambled over to the window to peek outside. “Man, I do not need drama this morning!” Two seconds later, she said, “That’s weird…” 
 
    Kiara went over to take a look. “What’s weird?” 
 
    Raina threw a jacket on, slipped her feet into an old pair of sneakers that were filthy and riddled with holes, and stepped outside. Kiara followed. 
 
    This wasn’t my village and I certainly didn’t want to meddle in any drama between witches, so I only went as far as the front porch to see what was going on. 
 
    I expected to find two students arguing with each other. Instead, I discovered Dr. Dragomir, the gray-haired spunky professor who’d supervised the witch students when our two teams had gone over to help the village afflicted with that strange illness, arguing with a tall woman dressed in a business suit. They were standing next to a black car, which I assumed belonged to the woman. 
 
    Dr. Dragomir waved a finger at the other woman. “Everyone always blames the witches! I won’t stand for this! My students worked really hard, as did Dr. Gheata’s ghost whisperers, trying to help your people! And now you’re going to blame our students for the illness and deaths in your village? That’s despicable! Let me tell you, if this is the way you treat people who try to help you, no one will ever want to help you again!” 
 
    My anxiety level skyrocketed. Last night was terrifying. And now today, I find out the witches are being blamed for something about the work we did trying to help the village of sick people? They threw us off the project soon after we started helping out. Now, they’re showing up to cast blame? 
 
    My hands started to shake. I went back inside. Low sugar levels made everything worse. I grabbed a couple of pastries, poured myself a glass of orange juice and sat down at Raina’s table to eat. I figured she wouldn’t mind. Better I not pass out and put her in the position of having to deal with that on top of everything else going on. 
 
    The shouting match continued outside. Finally, a car door slammed, an engine roared to life, and the car sped down the road, tires squealing in the distance. 
 
    A full ten minutes later, the door to Raina’s cottage burst open. Once Raina and Kiara were inside, Raina slammed the door closed. “That’s total bullshit! I’m not going to put up with that garbage! I mean it! I’m livid!” Kicking off her sneakers, she sent them flying. One nearly knocked over a vase on the coffee table. 
 
    Kiara sat down on the couch. She looked incredibly distressed. “Dr. Dragomir said she’ll handle it. Let’s wait to see what she comes up with.” 
 
    Raina turned around, fire dancing along the palms of her hands. 
 
    I felt horror clutch at my throat. She wasn’t going to harm Kiara, was she? Could fire form spontaneously in the hands of an angry witch? Could she control it? 
 
    The fire sizzled out, but Raina still looked incredibly angry. Making fists with her hands, she held them stiffly by her side. “Dr. Dragomir shouldn’t have to handle it. No one should have to deal with this. It’s a non-issue. We didn’t do anything wrong. We tried to help. But, you know what? Witches get blamed for everything that goes wrong. Crops fail? Blame it on the witches. Hang them from the gallows or burn them at the stake. Sickness passes through your village? Same. Hang them from the gallows or burn them at the stake.” 
 
    Quietly and carefully, Kiara rose from the couch and walked over to Raina. She spoke in a calm, quiet tone, the way a mother talks to a frightened child. “It’s OK, Raina. That was a long time ago. This is different. Dr. Dragomir will handle it.” Lifting her arms carefully, she placed them around Raina. Falling into the arms opened to her for comfort, Raina burst into tears. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 34 
 
    The next few days were fraught with anger and fear. The woman who had showed up at the witches’ village to argue with Dr. Dragomir was Ruxundra Muller, mayor of the village we’d tried to help with their horrible outbreak of disease. Originally, she and the other members of their village council had felt the disease had been caused by some kind of magical spell. That’s why the witches had been called in: to see if they could figure out the spell and undo it. Now, they were being blamed for causing the outbreak. That was so incredibly unfair. With good reason, the students over in Raina and Kiara’s village were extremely upset. 
 
    Later in the week, I received an alert on my cell phone, informing me I was required to attend an important meeting over at the school building, 7:00 PM that night. 
 
    The meeting was run by Dr. Gheata. Everyone in attendance had worked over in the village struck by the outbreak of disease. 
 
    Picking up some papers, Dr. Gheata passed them out. “These sheets contain important information on something you’ll be required to attend. Some of you know about this. To others, this may come as a shock.” 
 
    People shot nervous glances at each other. Personally, I felt like one shoe had already dropped. I waited nervously, my knee bouncing and my fingers drumming on the desk, for the other to come crashing down. 
 
    And there it was… 
 
    Dr. Gheata continued. “OK. You know the village we helped out earlier in the semester, the one with the mysterious outbreak of disease, where we were kicked us out after an unbelievably short period of time?” 
 
    No one responded. That was obviously a rhetorical question. 
 
    Dr. Gheata leaned back against the edge of her desk. “Well, they’re now blaming the Ocean View witches for causing the disease.” She rolled her eyes. “As if students were even capable of performing such an advanced spell.” 
 
    That was incredibly unfair. I mean, not that I thought students could accomplish something that advanced, but it didn’t need to be said. It was kind of an insult, saying they weren’t gifted enough. 
 
    Dr. Gheata cleared her throat. “It’s important that Ocean View get out in front of this. We’re not going to sit idly by while our witches’ community is accused of what would amount to criminal behavior. I’ve contacted the scientists you met at the bat cave, the ones looking for a disease vector in those bats. Lucky for us, they have some answers. They’re going to meet with us tomorrow at a place near the cave. We’re going to go there by bus tomorrow. You’re all required to attend. Be outside this building tomorrow morning, 10:00 AM sharp. Any questions?” 
 
    One person started to raise their hand, thought better of whatever they were going to say, and backed down. 
 
    Dr. Gheata looked at her, but let it go. “All right. That’s it then. See you tomorrow. Don’t be late.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 35 
 
    That night, Carrie, Selene and Brooklyn stayed overnight at my place. None of us wanted to be alone. I had already told them everything that had happened on the church grounds the night the strigoi came out of their graves. They were horrified and unnerved. We decided to buckle down and go through the books we’d found in the basements in our village plus the huge tomes I’d brought back with me from the church library. 
 
    After I lit the fireplace and made some tea for all of us, we changed into our nightgowns. We settled down as comfortably as we could possibly make ourselves with our nerves on a knife’s edge to investigate the books. I compiled lists of names on the tombstones in individual graveyards for later reference. At the very end of the night, recording the names in the last graveyard in the book I’d been working on, I found two names that sent a stabbing pain through my heart: 
 
    Luminița Dragavei: Born May 1455, Died June 1459 
 
    Florentina cel Mare: Born Jan. 1449, Died June 1459 
 
    Those were the girls I’d been searching for! They’d apparently died the same year that Florentina’s mother, Florina, had died after being impaled on a stake by order of Vlad Țepeș. 
 
    My hands shook as I recorded their names, along with their dates of birth and death. Luminița had been only four years old. Florentina had been only ten. I thought back to the vision I’d seen of Florentina: a beautiful girl with sparkling green eyes and dark hair, caught in a moment where she was laughing with merriment. But then a man had approached her, opening his mouth wide, revealing teeth sharp as knives. 
 
    My hands shook more violently. I dropped the pen I’d been using to record names. 
 
    Brooklyn looked up from the book she was studying. “Anything wrong, Shade?” 
 
    I folded my arms on the coffee table where I’d been working from my seat on the floor. Resting my head on my arms, I started sobbing. Normally uncomfortable displaying emotions so intensely in front of others, I tried to control myself, but couldn’t. All the emotions I’d been bottling up came pouring out. 
 
    Brooklyn came over and sat beside me, placing her arm around my shoulders. Mystique came over and rubbed against my side. 
 
    When I was finally able to control myself, I pointed to the book. “The two girls I was looking for…” I struggled to give voice to the information I was still trying to process. “They’re buried in one of the graveyards on the property of Saint George Church. I don’t know why they’re buried there; but Florina cel Mare, a woman whose name I only discovered in one of the books in my basement, told me when she’d appeared to me at the Witches Pond that I could find information in the Saint George church and monastery libraries about atrocities even worse than those committed by Vlad Țepeș. She said those atrocities condemned some of her people, and I quote, ‘to walk the Earth for all eternity.’” 
 
    Gasping, Carrie brought her hand up to her mouth. Everyone stared at me. Mystique left for the kitchen where we could hear her crunching on dry food. 
 
    Selene was the first to speak. “It sounds to me like…” She quickly silenced herself. 
 
    Brooklyn walked over to the fireplace, added another wooden log and stoked the flames. 
 
    With shadows leaping out of the fire to dance across the walls behind her, Carrie uttered the words that completed Selene’s unfinished statement. “It sounds to me like the girls you’re looking for aren’t really dead. It seems quite likely they’re among the undead, walking the Earth as vampires.” 
 
    Her words hung heavy in the room. We all stared off into the distance, troubled by our own thoughts. Mysty walked back into the room, but after taking a look at us, hopped up on the bed and watched us from her perch. I’m sure she felt the tension in the room, tension born of sheer terror. 
 
    Words finally tumbled from my brain to my mouth. The ideas sounded too fantastical, but I uttered them nonetheless. “We need to do more research before I go back to Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond to tell the ghosts their daughters were turned into vampires. I need to verify that before I treat it as fact. But, here’s another horrifying issue…If they are indeed vampires, do they need to have a wooden stake put through their hearts? I’m assuming that has to be done. I don’t know who would do it, though. And…I imagine I’d need to let their mothers know about that.” 
 
    Carrie said, “We all had ghosts appear to us at Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond. We all have ghosts to report back to about loved ones they died worrying about. This opens up a new possibility for all of us: that their loved ones may still be walking around, as vampires. We need to delve deeper into the materials we have.” 
 
    Standing up, Selene paced the room. “I think we’re going to have to learn some serious compartmentalizing. I don’t know about you guys, but I can’t handle all of this at once. Tomorrow, we have to meet with scientists who think they’ve solved the mystery of the disease afflicting the village we were trying to help. Why don’t we try to get some sleep; then after the meeting, we can get back to figuring out whether or not the girls buried at Saint George are vampires.” 
 
    We all agreed to that, although the night was an extremely restless one for all of us. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 36 
 
    The next morning, Carrie, Selene, Brooklyn and I got up early. Everyone went home to take a shower and get dressed. We met in the cafeteria for breakfast. 
 
    It looked like we’d all had the same idea for pulling ourselves together after the recent harrowing events. Before heading out to get God knows what information about a devastating local disease, we dressed like everything was normal, like we had time to fuss over ourselves. 
 
    I put on my best pair of jeans with a bright red sweater and applied strawberry gloss to my lips. 
 
    Carrie used the same flair for unusual fashion as on the first day I’d met her, when she’d introduced herself as my roommate last semester. She had combined a pair of camo jeans with a green-and-silver sequined top. Her red hair puffed out in all directions around a headband made from the same material as her jeans. Green eye shadow made her eyes seem even greener. 
 
    Selene had added blush to her pale freckled cheeks. Golden eye shadow brought out the golden specks in her hazel eyes. She was wearing a blue stretchy top under cute overall jeans embroidered with flowers. 
 
    Brooklyn had upped her usual great fashion sense. She was wearing white jeans with a pink cashmere sweater and leather boots. Her hair had been swept up into a ponytail. Silver earrings dangled from her ears. Bright pink lipstick and matching nail polish looked great against her creamy black skin, as did her lavender eye shadow. 
 
    When we got on the bus, I forgot all about fashion. I’m sure everyone else did, too. I’d dressed decently to make myself feel good, but all it really did for me that morning was keep me from hitting rock bottom. I was a mess of jangled nerves as the bus headed out for our meeting with the scientists. 
 
    We arrived at an old castle that actually had a moat and drawbridge. All along the front of the moat, guards stood at attention. Each held an intimidating-looking crossbow loaded with a sharp wooden stake in their hands and a pack of additional stakes on their back. They were dressed like a swat team: camo uniforms, matching helmets, black boots. 
 
    The bus stopped in front of the drawbridge. A guard approached our vehicle. My heart started racing. Sweat formed in the palms of my hands. Our driver rolled down his window. “We’re from Ocean View. We’re here for the meeting of scientists led by Dr. Serghei Sandu.” 
 
    The guard raised his bow, as though in warning. “I.D.” 
 
    Our bus driver lifted the I.D. on the lanyard around his neck. 
 
    After scanning it with a device the size of a cell phone, the guard waved to someone I couldn’t see. When the drawbridge came down, he waved us through. 
 
    This was another mind-bending and disorienting experience for me. Trust me, never in all the previous years of my life would I ever have imagined myself riding in a bus that was being ushered across a drawbridge by armed guards carrying crossbows loaded with wooden stakes. 
 
    Driving through the entrance to the castle, we ended up in a large courtyard. That area was also patrolled by guards wearing the same kinds of uniforms and carrying the same kinds of weapons as outside. One of the guards, a large, burly guy, approached our vehicle. “I.D.” 
 
    The driver showed him his I.D. and the guard told him where to park. Once we’d pulled into the spot, two other guards approached. The more stern-looking of the two said, “Follow me.” 
 
    There was no talking along the route into the castle, up a set of wide stone steps and down a long hallway into a room that had been turned into a theater with rising rows of seats. 
 
    I had expected a small meeting between Ocean View staff and students and the scientists working at the bat cave, but there were a lot of people in that room! It seemed full, but the guards brought us to an empty section halfway up the right side facing the stage. 
 
    As I settled into a seat, I took a look around. People were chattering nervously. Guards, all carrying crossbows loaded with wooden stakes, lined the sides and back of the room as well as the floor in front of the stage. Other than this disturbing show of force, the theater was ornate and lovely. Rich red velvet curtains hung across the stage. There were matching covers on the seats and crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. A fairy-tale setting for watching fictional plays. An apocalyptic setting for whatever story was about to unfold in the real world. 
 
    About fifteen nerve-racking minutes later, the stage curtains opened. The lights went dark in the audience section. A group of people sitting in chairs lined up in a straight row on stage were brilliantly illuminated. A tall, thin man dressed in a dark blue business suit stood up and approached the podium. 
 
    Shakespeare’s words from Macbeth crossed my mind: 
 
      
 
    Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 
 
    That struts and frets his hour upon the stage… 
 
      
 
    The man straightened the microphone. “Testing. One…Two…Three. OK, everything seems to be working. Greetings, members of the magical community. I’m Dr. Serghei Sandu, head of the science group studying a particular colony of bats close to locations where communities of people in this part of Romania have fallen seriously ill. We’re here to brief you on our findings.” Clearing his throat, he looked around the audience, as though searching for something. “What I have to tell you today is highly disturbing. We call on you not only for your expertise, but also for your understanding and patience.” 
 
    I was just about out of patience. My knee started bouncing up and down with anxiety. Come on. Come on, already. Out with whatever you’re procrastinating telling us. 
 
    Dr. Sandu straightened his tie, then grabbed onto the sides of the lectern. “We’ve determined the type of illness causing outbreaks in individual villages, as well as the disease vector.” He paused, fidgeting with some papers in front of him. 
 
    Oh my God. Out with it, already. 
 
    Letting go of the papers, he once again grabbed the sides of the lectern. “There’s a cave located centrally to all the affected villages. If you were to look at it on a map, the cave resembles the hub of a bicycle wheel, with all the villages forming spokes on that wheel. The disease vectors are bats in that cave. They’re not simple bats, however.” He cleared his throat. “They’re vampires.” Once again, he cleared his throat. “To be perfectly clear, they’re not vampire bats. They’re actual vampires.” 
 
    Excited conversation exploded in the auditorium. 
 
    Pulling a handkerchief out of his pocket, Dr. Sandu wiped the perspiration from his forehead. “Please, please…Quiet, please. I know how alarming this is. I’m sure you’re all aware that vampires have existed in Romania for some time now. Mostly, though, they’ve existed in small groups the vampire hunters have been able to control.” He made a sweeping gesture with his hand. “Thank you to all of the vampire hunters now guarding this room.” He once again wiped his forehead. “Recently, there has been an exponential increase in activity among the vampires, as well as with strigoi rising from their graves. We have no idea what has caused this escalation, but it’s clearly taking place. We called you here in order to warn you of this situation and to ask for your assistance. I’ll be forwarding information by email to all of you as new information comes in. Please make sure we have your email addresses.” 
 
    After that, individual scientists spoke about different aspects of the disease. I could have used a pile of handkerchiefs for all the perspiration soaking my skin that day. When we arrived back in our village, I felt on the verge of a complete nervous breakdown. 
 
    At a mandatory meeting in our school building that night, Dr. Gheata informed us we’d have no particular role in the vampire situation. “We’re not witches with powers to hold back a vampire. We’re certainly not vampire hunters. Just continue with your classes and your individual projects. That’s the best possible way we can contribute to Romania right now.” 
 
    That was not comforting. We were basically sitting ducks with wolves swarming all around us. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 37 
 
    Carrie, Selene, Brooklyn and I started spending a whole lot more time together. We studied together, worked on our internship projects together and stayed overnight in each other’s cottages. We no longer felt comfortable being alone. 
 
    A couple of days after meeting with the scientists, we were all working on projects over at Brooklyn’s place. 
 
    After I finished making lists of all the names on the tombstone sketches in A History of Saint George Church: Volume XXV, I turned to Volume XXIV. Once again, I let the silk bookmarks guide me. I used the same order as last time, since that had worked so well: red followed by gold, purple, green and blue, in that order. 
 
    This time, the information in each section built on top of the previous information. 
 
    The red ribbon bookmarked a set of pages featuring sketches of specific types of undead: vampires, strigoi and moroi. Immediately following the sketches, a great deal of information was provided on these different types of undead. 
 
    The gold ribbon marked the beginning of a chapter titled Vampires: Cursed to Feed on the Living. 
 
    The purple ribbon led to the chapter, Strigoi: Tortured Souls Cursed to Rise from Their Graves. 
 
    The green ribbon designated the chapter, Moroi: Their Danger to the Living. 
 
    The blue ribbon marked an entirely different level of information. It sent me down a frightening rabbit hole of revelations. 
 
    The blue ribbon had been left in the middle of a chapter titled Those Who Walk Among Us. It started off talking about the long history of the undead in Romania. It then went on to talk about the history of Vlad Țepeș and how he had impaled so many people, Bram Stoker’s Dracula had been based on him. It continued on to say that although Vlad Țepeș was an evil human being, he wasn’t a vampire. Dracula was fiction. After that, the chapter explained how real vampires, strigoi and moroi have been present in Romania for a long time. The end of the chapter featured lists of names of actual people who fell within the three separate categories. My hand shaking, I ran my pointer finger down the lists to see if the girls I’d been searching for were included among the names. 
 
    And there it was, something I hoped I wouldn’t find… 
 
    On the Vampires list, I found the first name: 
 
    Luminița Dragavei: Born May 1455, Believed to Have Died June 1459 
 
    And then, the second name: 
 
    Florentina cel Mare: Born Jan. 1449, Believed to Have Died June 1459 
 
    I was about to doubt the accuracy of that information based on the fact the girls’ names were also included among the sketches of tombstones. Vampires aren’t buried. They continue walking the Earth, posing as normal human beings. I’d already concluded, based on the sketches, that these girls had died and been buried on the grounds of Saint George Church. However, under the list of vampires, there was a note about the names with stars next to them. Both girls’ names had been starred. The note read: These persons have tombstones on the grounds of Saint George Church. However, their graves are empty. These gravesites were created at the request of family members who made generous donations to the church. 
 
    I called Carrie, Selene and Brooklyn over to the coffee table where I’d been working to see if they interpreted the information the same as I did. They all agreed there was no other way to interpret it. 
 
    Carrie summed up exactly what I was thinking. “This is going to be shocking information for their mothers to hear. Under ordinary circumstances, they’d no doubt be delighted their daughters were alive. But becoming undead is much worse than dying from natural causes. Plus the vampire hunters are on a crusade to kill off all the vampires with a wooden stake through the heart. I don’t envy you for having to deliver this news to them, Shade.” 
 
    I gazed down at the book. “Let’s just hope they don’t kill the messenger.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 38 
 
    After a couple weeks not showing up for meetings with Sister Apollonia for reasons I’d assumed were self-evident, I received a note from her. It was delivered by the red-headed, green-eyed guy who worked in the monastery library but could have worked as a model. I had the same reaction I always had around him: a feeling of being hypnotized into tongue-tied stupidity. 
 
    When he knocked on my door, I’d assumed it was Carrie, Selene or Brooklyn. It was instead the guy who turned me into a moon locked into the gravitational field of his planetary pull each and every time I saw him. 
 
    I opened the door confidently enough, assuming it was one of my friends. It was late at night. We’d decided to spend the night at my house after everyone took showers and got dressed in pajamas. I’d dawdled quite a bit playing with Mystique and still needed to hop into the shower. 
 
    His smile set the world on fire. “Hi. How are you? I don’t know if you remember me…” Uh-huh. Like who could forget that face? “I work at the monastery library over at Saint George’s.” Uh-huh. I know that. Like who could forget? “Sister Apollonia wanted me to give you this message…” As he handed me a lilac envelope with black script spelling out my entire name, Ms. Galactic Shade Griffin, our hands accidentally touched. I swear the fire in his eyes leapt down to my hand and ignited extremely uncomfortable feelings within me. I did not want to get involved with anyone from Saint George’s. That place was dangerous. 
 
    Cocking his head to the side and flashing me another smile, he said, “Hey, some friends of mine are having a party over at Saint George’s. Would you like to go?” 
 
    My answer was impulsive. I had no control over it. “Sure. That sounds great. What time? And…where, exactly?” 
 
    He handed me his cell phone. “Here. Give me your phone number and I’ll send you directions. My name is Ştefan Moldoveanu. Just look for a message from me. Oh, and bring some friends if you’d like. The more the merrier. The party’s tomorrow night, 9:30 PM.” 
 
    As I was typing in my phone number, Carrie and Brooklyn showed up. They stared at Ştefan as though in a trance. Introducing himself, Ştefan extended his hand to each of them. As they shook his hand, they agreed to go to the party, saying how much they could use a fun break. 
 
    When Selene showed up a few minutes later, it was a total repeat of the exact same interaction. Mesmerized stare. Handshake. Enthusiasm about attending the party. 
 
    I struggled to contain my emotions. If I was going to risk stepping foot on the grounds of Saint George, I needed and wanted the protection of a group. On the other hand, I felt rage at the idea of anyone else monopolizing Ştefan’s attention. 
 
    A few hours later after Ştefan was far enough away to lose the gravitational pull he had over me, I came to my senses. I still wanted to go to the party, but I felt I needed the same protection I’d had the night the strigoi rose from the church graves. I texted Raina and Kiara to ask if they’d like to go. They both basically replied, Absolutely not. Are you nuts? 
 
    I switched to a different approach. I’d been planning to call them, anyway. I told them what I’d discovered about Luminița Dragavei and Florentina cel Mare. I said we could leave the party early to see if the door to the church library was unlocked and if it wasn’t, we could ask Ştefan or any of his friends if they had a key. As I invented this idea, I actually planned to go through with it. At that particular moment, I didn’t care about Ştefan nearly as much as I cared about looking through more of those books. 
 
    That all changed when we arrived at the party. 
 
    When we stepped onto the church grounds, all the horror of the night with the strigoi slammed into me, causing my heart to pound and the oxygen to be strangled from my body through hyperventilation. But then I thought of Ştefan and the euphoria acted like a tranquilizer. It balanced the enormous sense of dread I felt, balancing me, allowing me to continue on to the party. 
 
    When we finally arrived at the location on the map Ştefan had sent me, I stopped and stared. “This can’t be the place.” 
 
    I passed my cell phone around. Everyone agreed: As unlikely as it seemed, this was the place. I checked the map once again. “Maybe Ştefan made a mistake. You know, maybe he absentmindedly marked the place where he works. You know, out of habit.” 
 
    Raina shrugged. “So, let’s check it out. If it’s the wrong place, you can text Ştefan and let him know where we are.” 
 
    I gazed from the door right in front of us to the main part of the structure, the monastery. The door served as entrance to a large wing of the monastery located right next to the library entrance. 
 
    Light illuminated stained glass windows on either side of the door. Raina marched up and knocked. I wasn’t at all ready, but the matter was taken out of my hands. The door swung open. Golden light spilled out into the night. 
 
    A guy with black hair and brooding eyes stood in the doorway. 
 
    Raina spoke for the rest of us. “We were invited to a party by Ştefan Moldoveanu. Is this the right place?” Technically, I was invited by Ştefan Moldoveanu and told I could invite whomever else I liked. Anger surged through my veins. Raina had stolen my thunder. I had visions of strangling her. Totally irrational. I was too intimated to even knock on the door or speak up. Raina had simply saved me the agony. Still, I felt tremendous resentment. 
 
    The guy could have cared less. He swung the door completely open. “This is the right place, all right.” He peered over the crowd inside. “Ştefan’s in here somewhere. Make yourselves comfortable. There’s food and drinks over there along the side wall.” He pointed to tables along the wall to our right. “Help yourselves.” 
 
    We decided to check it out. 
 
    Fighting our way through the crowd was tough. The place was mobbed. When we finally made it to the food and drinks, however, it was totally worth it. It was like a buffet for the gods. There was everything: a chocolate fountain surrounded by piles of fruit and miniature cream puffs, roast beef on a platter with a carving knife for making sandwiches, cold cuts, cheese platters, all kinds of desserts. 
 
    My stomach was kind of jumpy over how much I wanted to see Ştefan, so I decided to eat light: a plate of fruit dipped in chocolate and a drink. 
 
    Figuring it would be sweet, I grabbed a pretty pink drink with a flowered paper umbrella in it. It was sweet, but it went right to my head. 
 
    The room became distorted. I tried to keep track of my friends, but they wandered off, getting swallowed up by the crowd. 
 
    At that moment, Ştefan walked up behind me and placed his hands on my shoulders. When I turned around, butterflies flew into my stomach and took up residence there. 
 
    I felt like the luckiest girl in the world. 
 
    The next few hours went by in a whirl. We danced. I remember eating a large slab of chocolate cake, or at least part of it. I remember trying ice cream made locally. I remember thinking it was the best ice cream I’d ever had. There were more drinks, something orange and something violet, with flowers floating on top of punch bowls. 
 
    Taking a sip of the violet-colored drink from a glass rimmed in purple sugar and gazing out across the room, I swore I saw Sister Apollonia moving quickly along the back wall, then disappearing. It was impossible to see where she’d gone. She was on the other side of the chattering, laughing, dancing crowd. What the heck was she doing at a party like this? Or was I hallucinating? The room was swimmy, full of tricks as well as possibility. 
 
    When I finished my drink, Ştefan took me by the hand and led me out to a section of the room that had been turned into a dance floor. When the first slow dance started, I fell into his arms, releasing the butterflies in my stomach to flutter across my brain, making me swoon against his chest. 
 
    When the music stopped, he asked if I’d like to see something cool. I said, “Sure.” 
 
    Taking me by the hand, which stirred the butterflies within my heart and soul, he led me across the room to the spot where I thought I’d seen Sister Apollonia disappear. Ştefan turned the knob on a heavy wooden door decorated with brightly colored tiles. 
 
    The room was soundproofed. All the noise from the outer room disappeared like magic. Although this room was also filled with people, they were quiet. A few couples were making out. Groups of people were talking in hushed tones. 
 
    Ştefan led me through another door into a smaller room. It was filled with coffins… 
 
    No, no, no, no, no, no, no… 
 
    Adrenalin cleared my head somewhat. I started moving back toward the door. 
 
    Ştefan grabbed my hand and pulled me toward him. “Isn’t this a hoot? Saint George’s buries so many local people, they have coffins stored everywhere. This room is great for parties. Especially Halloween night. You should see it then.” 
 
    As he leaned in to kiss me, I noticed two of his teeth were especially long. His incisors. Suddenly, everything flashed through my mind, all the red flags I’d missed. The intense magical power he had over me, the way it canceled my fear and rational thinking, his daily proximity to so many undead, the coffins that weren’t actually cool at a party. 
 
    I knew I needed to get out of that room, but how? I wanted to just give up, to start sobbing and let whatever happened happen. 
 
    Gently, I pushed Ştefan away from me. It took an extraordinary amount of willpower. I wanted to kiss him more than anything, to let him make me his forever. I forced myself to remember the strigoi rising from the graves outside this very building. Vampires might be way more attractive, but really they embodied the same horrifying and disgusting level of depravity. “I feel kinda sick. I think I ate too much or drank too much. Let me get some water, OK?” 
 
    He winked at me. “Sure. Go ahead. I’ll be waiting right here for you.” 
 
    That seemed so incredibly odd. It made me feel foolish. I’m sure I blushed a million shades of red as I made my way to the door. Had I spun an entire story in my head about him being a vampire…because his incisors seemed long to me? What an idiot… 
 
    Glancing back, I discovered he’d disappeared. I’ll be waiting right here for you? Liar. He was a goddamn liar. He’d probably gone off to find someone else. 
 
    My eyes landed on another couple. The guy was kissing a young woman’s neck. Blood was dripping down her neck, staining her white lace shirt. 
 
    I fought to keep from fainting. 
 
    When I stepped into the main room, Raina grabbed me by the hand. “We have to get out of here. I’ll explain later.” While I’d been with Ştefan, she’d rounded up everyone else in our group. She was desperate to get us out of the building and back to our village. 
 
    When we reached her cottage, she locked the front door. Pulling down the collar of her sweater, she said, “Look.” She had a long bloody scratch down the length of her neck. 
 
    A feeling of dread crawled across my face, numbing my cheeks. “What is that?” 
 
    Raina let go of her collar. “I’ll tell you what it isn’t: bite marks in the shape of puncture wounds. That party was filled with vampires. One of Ştefan’s friends, some guy with gorgeous blue eyes and a dimple in his chin, tried making me his in some corner room filled with coffins. His teeth grazed my neck, but I zapped him before he knew what had hit him.” Igniting fireballs in her hands, she laughed. “No more parties or socializing with guys from Saint George’s, OK?” 
 
    “No problem.” I explained what had happened with Ştefan. Apparently, in our group only Raina and I had been approached by vampires. I hoped that meant there weren’t that many at the party, even though Raina thought there had been a lot of them. I thought of the girl with blood dripping down her neck. She’d soon increase their ranks. I started thinking that perhaps we needed to report Saint George’s to the vampire hunters. 
 
    That reminded me…I had a note from Sister Apollonia. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 39 
 
    The next morning after I returned home, the first thing I did was grab the lilac envelope inscribed with my name. Ms. Galactic Shade Griffin. So formal. I ripped it open. Inside, I found matching paper containing a letter written in shaky script. 
 
      
 
    Dear Ms. Griffin, 
 
      
 
    I know you’re doing important research. I want you to know you have total access to both our church and monastery libraries. In the meantime, I have a special favor to ask. A number of children have recently died in our parish. I’ve been placed in charge of choosing their coffins. If you would be so kind as to accompany me to the coffin maker to choose their caskets, I can provide additional information for the cases you’re trying to solve. Feel free to bring any friends with you who are working on similar projects. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely,
Sister Apollonia 
 
      
 
    I nearly dropped my phone, my hands were shaking so hard as I texted Carrie, Selena and Brooklyn: i just read sister apollonia’s letter. come over ASAP. 
 
    Half an hour later, we all sat in my living room passing the letter around. Everyone agreed we needed to meet with Sister Apollonia. I expressed my concern, however, that Sister Apollonia couldn’t be trusted to have our best interests in mind. “Kiara, Raina and I could have died the night the strigoi rose from the graves where Sister Apollonia had us planting flowers. She conveniently disappeared right before the strigoi appeared. She’s up to something, I have no idea what, and I suspect we’re just pawns in whatever she’s trying to accomplish.” 
 
    I remembered Kiara pointing out to me and Raina that Sister Appolonia had us plant flowers in winter that shouldn’t be planted then and how she’d had us working with the poisonous angel’s trumpet without giving us any kind of warning. 
 
    Brooklyn said, “Maybe you should check with Dr. Gheata first. Normally when I’m close to figuring out the solution to a problem I’m solving for a ghost, I prefer to work independently, like a private investigator. But this seems different. Sister Apollonia may have been the person who left clues for you to figure out what happened to the daughters of the two ghosts you’re helping; but this seems different, like she’s using you to get her chores done.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I told them about my original feeling that Sister Apollonia was turning me into the Karate Kid. Everyone laughed. 
 
    Selena made half-circles with her hands. “Wax on, wax off.” 
 
    I laughed. “Ha! You’ve seen the movie.” 
 
    Carrie said, “Yeah, you better talk to Dr. Gheata.” 
 
    I texted Dr. Gheata who said she could meet with me at 1:00 if that worked. That was perfect. I had my Romanian Ruins class at 2:00; but even if the appointment ran over, it was much more important than class. 
 
    Dr. Gheata had a small office in the school building that seemed to be made entirely of books. Shelves stuffed floor to ceiling with books lined the side and back walls. Piles of books balanced precariously on her desk and on the floor. She was on the phone, but waved me in with a smile. “OK, then. Count me in. I have a meeting, but we’ll talk soon…Uh-huh…Uh-huh…Bye, now.” 
 
    Hanging up the phone, Dr. Gheata fussed with strands of white hair that had slipped out of the bun at the nape of her neck. She looked more tired than usual. Her face had been lined with wrinkles from the day I first met her, but they seemed more pronounced now. I finally concluded it was because of the exhaustion in her blue-gray eyes. It made her look older, like she’d seen too much in her life. She wrapped a brown woolen shawl more tightly around herself. “So, how may I help you, Shade?” 
 
    As I explained my situation with Sister Apollonia, Dr. Gheata’s eyes repeatedly widened. She seemed especially alarmed by my encounter with the strigoi. 
 
    When I was done, she tapped her fingers on the desk. “Well…” 
 
    Worried I was about to lose my internship project, I waited nervously for her to elaborate. As freaked out as I was about the stuff going on at Saint George’s, I felt I was making real progress. I felt I had a lot to offer the world as a ghost whisperer. 
 
    Dr. Gheata took a sip from the coffee cup on her desk with one hand and shuffled through papers on her desk with the other. She seemed so incredibly lost in thought, it was like I wasn’t even there. Finally, she turned her attention back to me. “You know, Shade, sometimes ghost whisperers do as much for people in the land of the living as they do for those who have passed on. I think Sister Apollonia has been reaching out to you with serious calls for help. Sometimes ghost whisperers must fill the role of social worker for living people who are troubled by issues with those who are dead. You were wise to bring witches with you the night Sister Apollonia asked you to plant flowers with her. Your intuition served you well.” She raised her eyebrows. “Those strigoi didn’t stand a chance.” Her voice fell flat, making her attempt at a joke fall equally flat. I could tell she was worried about having a student deal with something as dangerous as the strigoi. The potential for lawsuits or having students lose their lives was definitely there. “I’d meet with Sister Apollonia if I were you. I don’t think she means you any harm. I think she needs your help. Take some friends with you.” Smiling at me, her eyes twinkled with warmth and kindness. “There’s greater safety in numbers. You know, just in case.” 
 
    I sighed with relief. I felt much safer then, much more sure of the choices I’d been making. I thanked Dr. Gheata. As I left her office, I felt the muscles in my jaw and shoulders relax. I’d obviously been storing tension there. 
 
    Back at my place, I texted Carrie, Selene and Brooklyn. They all agreed to go with me any time Sister Apollonia requested. 
 
    I decided to call the convent to speak with Sister Apollonia. When she came to the phone, her voice sounded nervous and shaky, but picked up a bit when she learned I and some friends would be happy to go with her to the coffin maker. I mean, maybe “happy” isn’t exactly the right word, but I’m sure you know what I mean. We arranged for me and my friends to meet her at the convent the next morning at 10:00. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 40 
 
    The next morning, I grabbed breakfast in the cafeteria with Carrie, Selene and Brooklyn. Then we headed off for the convent. It was a beautiful morning, so we decided to walk. The air was cool rather than uncomfortably cold. Mountains of clouds filled a bright blue sky. Birds twittered and sang. Every once in a while, a hawk rode the air currents, rising up and swooping down like a surfer living their best life out in the ocean. 
 
    Arriving at the convent at 10:05, we found Sister Apollonia waiting for us in front of the building. She seemed nervous, which set off my own anxiety. I tried to remember the calm I’d felt after meeting with Dr. Gheata. I tried to hold onto that as I introduced my friends to Sister Apollonia. 
 
    She was dressed differently. Rather than her regular habit, she was wearing a black skirt with black stockings and shoes, her black woolen jacket and a short black veil that exposed her hair in front. Turned out she was a brunette. The top of a black turtleneck sweater rose above her jacket collar. “Thanks so much for doing this with me today. I really appreciate it. The car’s in back.” 
 
    The day was full of surprises. It turned out Sister Apollonia could drive. I don’t know why I’d thought she couldn’t. I’d just assumed nuns didn’t drive. 
 
    We drove past some truly beautiful scenery to a property out in the country about half an hour away from the convent. It made me nervous. If anything bad happened, I wasn’t sure where I was or how to get back. I wished I’d thought to bring Raina and Kiara with me. 
 
    Sister Apollonia pulled into a driveway. “We’re here.” 
 
    Stepping out of the car, I took a look around. The setting was gorgeous. There was a stone house next to a large wooden building. There were no other manmade structures in sight, just open land surrounded by pine forest. Off in the distance, snow-covered mountains rose up to the sky. 
 
    Leading the way to the front door of the wooden building, Sister Apollonia rang the bell. A man in his early thirties, wearing jeans and a white sweater, answered the door. He had short dark hair and brown eyes. His smile was welcoming and friendly. “Sister Apollonia, hello! Come in, come in.” As soon as we entered the front hallway, he turned to the rest of us. “I’m Luca Botezatu. And you are…” 
 
    After we introduced ourselves, he said, “Would you like hot chocolate? Coffee? Tea? I know it’s chilly outside. How do you like our winter weather here in Romania?” 
 
    His friendly manner put us at ease. We laughed at the question about the winter weather, but basically said it hadn’t been all that bad. 
 
    After we chose from among the offered drinks, he ran off to another room. We heard him repeat our requests to someone there. When he returned, he talked about his business. “I don’t know if Sister Apollonia told you or not, but I’m now in charge of Botezatu’s Coffins. My father retired last year, although he still helps out.” 
 
    A few minutes later, an old man who reminded me of Santa Claus with his long white hair and bushy beard entered the room carrying a tray. He was dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt. “And I’m Luca Botezatu Sr.” Laughing with merriment, he set the tray down on a large desk. “Help yourselves. This should warm you up.” 
 
    I poured a cup of hot chocolate from one of the porcelain pitchers and spooned in miniature marshmallows from a matching bowl. Helping myself to some sugar cookies, I dipped one in the hot chocolate. I was feeling better by the second. 
 
    The old man squeezed Sister Apollonia by the shoulders. She gave him a big smile. They seemed to be old friends. “Good to see you, Sister. Good to see you.” Then he disappeared into the other room. A few seconds later, we heard footsteps going upstairs. 
 
    Pouring himself a cup of coffee, the younger man addressed Sister Apollonia. “So, now for the difficult discussion. I understand you’re here to choose coffins for several children from your parish who died recently.” 
 
    “Yes. As you know, many of our parishioners are poor, so we supply coffins to those who can’t afford it. Today, I need coffins for two twins from one family, as well as three other children.” 
 
    Luca reached out and placed his hand on Sister Apollonia’s for a brief second. “That’s an awful number of children who have lost their lives. I understand you wanted to discuss a related matter here today.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia set her cup of tea down on the floor next to her. “Yes. Now that your father’s retired, we have important matters to discuss.” 
 
    Luca turned to the rest of us. “Sister Apollonia tells me you’re all ghost whisperers?” 
 
    We nodded. That was all the commitment we were willing to make until we had a clearer idea of exactly what was happening. 
 
    Luca smiled. “Good, good. We’d like your help, if you feel comfortable giving it…” 
 
    Sister Apollonia tried to explain. “Luca here is the voice of a new generation.” She paused. “Saint George’s has a problem. It’s been going on for a very long time, but now it’s threatening to destroy us.” She looked over at Luca, as though hoping he’d take it from there, but he remained silent. “OK…It’s no secret there are strigoi and vampires on our church grounds.” 
 
    I felt very frightened. I wasn’t sure if it was safe for me and my friends to know that. I hoped this wasn’t a case of I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you. I nodded. That was as much of a commitment as I was willing to make. 
 
    Sister Apollonia grabbed her cup of tea, took a sip and returned the cup and saucer to the floor. She was obviously stalling for time. “I could never explain our situation to you anywhere on the church grounds. There are too many listening ears.” She rubbed her forehead, as though trying to erase a headache. “The number of undead are increasing because Father Constantin has been protecting them.” 
 
    Whaaaat? A priest was protecting something as evil as the undead? 
 
    Brooklyn stole the words from my mouth. “What do you mean? That sounds sacrilegious. Worse than sacrilegious. The undead are destroying people. Vampires are making their victims in their image.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia rubbed her temples. “I know. I know. Trust me. I know.” 
 
    Brooklyn added, “And who is Father Constantin?” She turned to me. “Do you know him?” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head. I had no idea who he was. 
 
    Sister Apollonia squeezed her hands together, as though getting ready to pray. “He’s an old priest. About the same age as Luca’s father. They’ve been working together for a very long time. They didn’t mean to hurt anyone, I’m sure of that.” 
 
    We looked at her, incredulous that she could claim such a thing. All of us except for Luca, that is. He seemed to understand whatever weird place she was coming from. 
 
    Sister Apollonia continued. “Our parish is very poor. All our parishioners are poor. From the time he first came to us, decades ago, Father Constantin promised to protect all of them. He took his role very seriously. His role model was Jesus the Shepherd watching over his flock. One night, one of his parishioners, a sweet little girl named Sorina, only five years old, was attacked by a vampire. He did what he thought was the ‘right’ thing to do. He turned her over to the vampire hunters. It haunted him for years, realizing how brutal it must have been for her to be stabbed through the heart with a wooden stake. Her family never let him forget it. A decade later, the same thing happened, but this time to Father Constantin’s younger brother. Their mother had died when they were growing up and he basically raised him, as their father was busy working their farm and drinking himself to death in the evenings. Being both older brother and father figure to his younger brother, he couldn’t bring himself to turn him over to the vampire hunters. He just couldn’t. So, instead, he decided to let him live at Saint George’s, teaching him how to hunt animals and drink their blood, rather than doing that to human beings. It seemed to work for quite some time until one morning Father Constantin discovered his brother had disappeared. He never found him again. At that point, Father Constantin decided to become the protector, the patron saint, of the undead. He hoped if he provided sanctuary for them at Saint George’s, he could keep them from the worst of their nature. As he did with his brother, he encouraged the vampires to drink the blood of animals on the property rather than hunt human beings to quench their thirst.” Sister Apollonia spread her hands on her knees. “Things have gotten out of control. You saw that with the strigoi. There are hundreds of them on our property. Perhaps he meant to do good, but Father Constantin has unleashed tremendous evil into the world. He protects and furthers that evil. I can no longer stand by silently. I need to save my own soul.” 
 
    Brooklyn interrupted. “Why now? What’s changed? It sounds like this has been going on for a very long time.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia looked down at her hands. “Yes. Father Constantin is old now. He’s ninety-four years old. This past year, he’s been showing signs of dementia. He forgets things. Big things. He forgets where he is at times. Father Andrei Daniil is now in charge. I approached him about my concerns. He doesn’t want to go against Father Constantin’s wishes, but I know he’s troubled by what’s been going on. He told me to handle it however I want. He was so curt and dismissive, I knew he didn’t want to be involved.” 
 
    Luca took over from there. “The other thing that changed is my father. He’s also getting old. He’s been making coffins for all of Saint George’s parishioners since he started this business in his twenties. He’s deeply religious and has always related to the priests as authority figures. Over the years, he and Father Constantin became close. More than a decade ago, the priest started requesting an awful lot of coffins. I suspected many of those were for the vampires to sleep in during the day. There weren’t nearly as many deaths being reported for the parish as the number of coffins being requested by Father Constantin. My father turned a blind eye, but I’m sure he knew. He suddenly decided to retire last year. He said he was too old to keep up with the business which had become overwhelming, but I’m pretty sure he could no longer deal with the reason we were making so many coffins. Unable to ever speak ill of a priest or suggest they’re engaging in evil, he just keeps warning me about things for my own safety. He’s forever giving me books on vampires and telling me how to stay safe, as if that’s unrelated to the things going on at Saint George’s.” 
 
    I finally blurted out the question plaguing me since this discussion started. “So what exactly is it that you want us to do?” 
 
    Luca looked over at Sister Apollonia, as though asking if she wanted to explain. 
 
    Smoothing the wrinkles in her skirt, Sister Apollonia looked around the room, then settled her gaze on me. “I’ve come to the conclusion that ghost whisperers would make what we’re about to do a whole lot easier, and a whole lot more…moral. We’re about to report Saint George Church and Monastery to the vampire hunters. We’re about to hand over extensive lists of people buried on our property that are actually the bodies of strigoi and moroi. We’re also handing them extensive lists of parishioners we know to be vampires. The vampire hunters are a massive well-trained organization determined to rid Romania of the undead. It hurts the reputation of our country.” 
 
    Does it, though? The crowds at Bran Castle and the sheer number of Dracula souvenirs suggested otherwise. My mind wandered for a few seconds while I thought that over. 
 
    I interrupted Sister Apollonia. “How did vampires from the fifteenth century come to have tombstones at Saint George’s?” 
 
    Sister Apollonia studied me in silence, then pulled a set of rosary beads from her pocket. She caressed them like one rubs a worry stone. 
 
    When she didn’t answer me, I pressed further. “Luminița Dragavei: Born in May 1455, believed to have died in June 1459. Florentina cel Mare: Born in January 1449, believed to have died in June 1459. The ghosts of their mothers asked me to find out what happened to them. Their mothers, by the way, were both impaled at the direction of Vlad Țepeș. I know some people revere Vlad Țepeș as a hero. The eighteenth-century Romanian poet Ion Budai-Deleanu, for example, actually portrayed him leading an army of gypsies and angels…angels, mind you…against strigoi, vampires and other evil spirits. *[See footnote #9 at end of book.] Is that the reason vampires have gravesites and tombstones taking up space at Saint George’s? An effort to protect Vlad Țepeș’s reputation from the fallout that happened to the children of people he persecuted? Or is it simply the money paid by their families to make them look more respectable, to hide the fact that they have vampires in their family tree?” 
 
    Tears ran down Sister Apollonia’s face. “My understanding is that Saint George’s Church did this in order to comfort the families, so they could visit the graves of family members who were all but dead to them. In many ways, having a family member become one of the undead is worse than actually losing them to death.” Biting her lip, she gazed up at the ceiling. “It happened to a sister of mine. It’s a very painful thing.” Wiping the tears from her face, she quickly changed the topic. “This is actually why we need your help. After the vampire hunters…ummm, take care of the mess we’ve created…there will be an enormous number of ghosts suddenly thrown into the afterlife in a state of shock. We’d like to enlist the services of Ocean View College to help ease their transition.” 
 
    Holy shit. I was not qualified for this, but of course I wanted to help. “We could talk to Dr. Gheata about this. I’m sure Ocean View will want to help.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia and Luca sighed with relief. Sister Apollonia wiped more tears from her face. “Thank you. That’s all we’re asking.” 
 
    Selene asked, “When are you turning over the names to the vampire hunters?” 
 
    Luca and Sister Apollonia looked at each other. Sister Apollonia answered. “Within the next few days. Things are getting too dangerous at Saint George’s.” She pulled the large turtleneck collar away from her neck. She winced, I think from violating her strict sense of modesty as much as the physical pain she experienced. 
 
    Her neck had a long angry scratch surrounded by black-and-blue splotches. 
 
    Brooklyn was the boldest among us. She asked, “Is that…” 
 
    Sister Apollonia didn’t need the question completed. “Yes. I was attacked by a vampire in the building where we keep the gardening supplies last night.” 
 
    Fear traveled through my veins, causing my heart to explode in hard, rapid beats. “Are you…Have you…” 
 
    Sister Apollonia smiled warmly, as though to comfort us. “A vampire? No. You have to get a deep enough bite to cause puncture wounds and have enough of your blood drained in order for that to happen. I fought the vampire off with a shovel. He fled into the night.” 
 
    On the way back to the convent, none of us spoke. Sister Apollonia played a CD of monks singing Gregorian chants, which was incredibly meditative and soothing. I zoned out, watching the scenery flash by, wondering how many vampires would roam the countryside that night. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 41 
 
    Sister Apollonia dropped us off in our village, right in front of my cottage. We all went immediately inside where I called Dr. Gheata to say we needed to talk to her about a problem regarding vampires. She told us to meet her in her office in half an hour. We used the extra time to grab lunch at the cafeteria. Feeling chilled to the bone, probably due at least in part to the emotional stress coursing through my body, I mostly chose warm comfort foods: a soup called ciorbă ţărănească—lots of vegetables, some pork and bacon in the cafeteria’s version with a nice dollop of sour cream on top—followed by pork and potato stew. I grabbed a coffee and some Vanillekipferl, or Romanian vanilla walnut cookies, to go. 
 
    Dr. Gheata’s office was crowded with the four of us trying to squeeze inside. She removed a pile of books from a chair in front of a shelf packed with books. “Sit, sit.” That made room for two of us to sit down. Dr. Gheata waved her hand at the chairs. “I know it’s not too comfortable, but you could sit two to a chair.” Wrinkles crossed her forehead like waves of concern. She seemed flustered. 
 
    Brooklyn and I leaned against the back wall. Brooklyn said, “I’m fine standing. No problem.” I looked down at my shoes in quiet agreement. 
 
    Sitting down behind her desk and moving a pile of books to the side, Dr. Gheata placed her elbows on the desk, so she could lean forward. “So, what has happened?” 
 
    I think on hindsight she expected us to report some tawdry story about attractive vampires luring us into seduction. She seemed worried, but ready to give us grandmotherly advice, or perhaps get us medical help if we’d been bitten. When we told her what Sister Apollonia and Luca had shared with us, her eyes glistened with fear. She looked terrified. 
 
    We picked up on her fear as though it were pollen floating through the air. Brooklyn and I shuffled our feet. Selene’s right knee started jumping up and down. Carrie folded her arms across her chest. She changed position in her seat several times, as though having difficulty getting comfortable. 
 
    Staring at us with widened eyes, Dr. Gheata leaned even farther forward, as though drawing us in, making sure we’d hear every word she had to tell us. “This is an extremely dangerous situation. With someone from the church reporting this many undead, the vampire hunters will no doubt send in an army. Getting caught in the middle of this is extremely dangerous. It’s possible for the living to accidentally get pierced through the heart with a wooden stake shot from their powerful crossbows. And, of course, when the undead are attacked, they fight back in awful ways.” 
 
    Selene asked something I hadn’t thought to ask. “How do they kill the strigoi and moroi? They’re evil spirits that rise from their graves.” 
 
    Dr. Gheata folded her hands under her chin. She stared off to the side for a moment, as though looking for answers in the air or on the spines of her books. “They rise from the dead—not as ghosts or pure spirits, however. They rise as creatures with a body and maintain that status by drinking the blood of the living. There are a number of procedures for killing them. All involve exhuming their bodies. Usually, their hearts are ripped out and burned to ash.” 
 
    Selene shuffled her feet. “Oh…That makes sense.” 
 
    Dr. Gheata leaned forward once again. “Did Sister Apollonia give you any idea how many bodies buried on the grounds of Saint George’s are strigoi or moroi?” 
 
    I felt terrified answering this question, as though having a professor take this so seriously made it all the more true. “A lot. Plus some of the graves are empty, simply marking places where people can pay their respects to family members who didn’t actually die, but instead were turned into vampires.” 
 
    Dr. Gheata stared at me as though I myself had morphed into a strigoi. “What?” 
 
    I explained then about the books from the church library I’d been researching. 
 
    “Can you go get those books? Right now?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Take someone with you.” 
 
    Carrie volunteered to go along. We walked quickly over to my place, each of us carrying one of the heavy books back to Dr. Gheata’s office. 
 
    Setting my volume down on Dr. Gheata’s desk, I explained to her how we’d been led to the books and what I’d found using the different color silk bookmarks. I also explained how I’d found the names of the two girls I was searching for in those books. 
 
    Dr. Gheata sat flipping through pages and reading for a good half hour. Restless and scared, we asked if we could look at some of the books on her shelves. Without looking up, she replied, “Uh-huh.” I have no idea if she’d actually heard the question. 
 
    To keep our minds from shattering into chaos due to the terror we were experiencing, we grabbed books or framed photos or decorative glass balls from the shelves. I moved a pink glass ball streaked with white lines from one hand to the other while studying the book titles. Pulling a book of Romanian art from a shelf, I started looking through it. The colorful paintings took my mind off the tension hanging in the air. 
 
    Finally, Dr. Gheata looked up from the volumes of leather-bound books. “Have any of you besides Shade found the people you were searching for, for your internship project?” 
 
    Everyone had. At this point, we’d all found their names somewhere in the two volumes on Dr. Gheata’s desk. 
 
    Dr. Gheata sighed. “Good job, girls. Perhaps too good a job. I’m glad you finally came to me today. You’ve placed yourself in great danger over at Saint George’s. I had no idea. I’ll call Sister Apollonia right away. Tomorrow, I’ll go with you to Poenari Castle and the Witches Pond to report back to the ghosts who asked for your help. Once the vampire hunters take action, it won’t be safe to venture out. Meet me in front of this building, 10:00 AM sharp. OK?” 
 
    Selene asked, “What about class?” 
 
    Dr. Gheata said, “This is much more important. Don’t worry about it. I’ll get in touch with your professors. It will be fine.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 42 
 
    Having stayed overnight at Brooklyn’s place, we were ready and waiting in front of the school building by 9:50 the next morning. 
 
    The bus pulled up five minutes later with Dr. Gheata and Dr. Dragomir in the front seat. I was surprised to see Dr. Dragomir, but I really shouldn’t have been. I always felt safer having a powerful witch along in situations like this. 
 
    The day was especially gloomy and cold, the sun only providing the barest illumination behind mountains of gray clouds. 
 
    When we reached Poenari Castle, we made the short trek to that unbelievable flight of 1,480 concrete stairs. Already tired from a restless night’s disrupted sleep, we climbed slowly, having to stop several times when we felt winded. 
 
    As we passed the bloodied mannequins impaled on spikes and the guillotine and gallows, I winced. These things had become all too real for me. 
 
    As I did the first time I visited the castle, I paused at the top to take in the magnificent view below. Poenari Castle rises from a forest of trees and the sight is breathtaking. 
 
    After that brief moment of respite, Dr. Gheata told us to explore the ruins and try to contact the ghosts who’d requested our help. I had no idea how to do this. She said to do our best. 
 
    I thought back to how foggy it had been the day the ghost of Lăcrămioara Dragavei had contacted me there. I’d had to feel my way around. I couldn’t see anything in front of me until I reached an open space where the walls had crumbled away. At that point, the fog had slithered away and I found myself dangerously close to the edge of a cliff. Shortly after, Lăcrămioara’s ghost had appeared to me. 
 
    I wandered around, trying once again to find the open space, but it eluded me. I repeatedly walked through narrow rocky passageways like the one that had led me to the open area, but this time all the paths I embarked upon were connected to each other, pulling me into a labyrinth that had no end. Like a snake eating its own tail, it was a continuous loop leading me back to where I started. 
 
    My third time through the loop, I caught a glimpse of Dr. Gheata through an opening in a crumbling wall. She had her hands raised to the sky. Was she reaching out to the ghosts? Did she have some way of contacting them? If she did, I wanted to know it. I still missed Brandon and his family. 
 
    And then the fog rolled in, blinding me to my surroundings. I stumbled up a narrow passageway, tripping over rocks along the way. 
 
    Slowly, the fog dissipated, revealing I’d once again found my way into the open room. Looking around, I was shocked to discover the figure of a woman dressed in a tattered black dress, a black lace veil covering her face, huddled in a shadowy corner. For a moment, I thought she was nothing but a large boulder. 
 
    “Lăcrămioara?” 
 
    She uncurled from her fetal position, much the same as the one she’d assumed last time we spoke. I wondered if this was how she was spending most of her eternity. In Greek mythology, Sisyphus was condemned by Zeus to push a large boulder up a hill, only to have it repeatedly roll back down, for all eternity. Was this woman condemned to spend eternity curled up in a fetal position, mourning the loss of her daughter? Or would she be released if I brought her the help she needed? That was a lot of pressure. 
 
    Lăcrămioara gradually uncurled, her neck bent to the side, her arms twisted at weird angles until she completely straightened out. Blood pumped from her neck and spilled from her stomach, the places once punctured by spikes impaling her. When she finally stood straight, she bellowed from her mouth, a horrible orifice lined with black and sharpened teeth. “Did you find my daughter?” Her question echoed off the rock surfaces of the decayed castle. 
 
    I fought against terror to find my voice. “I did a lot of research. I know what happened to her.” 
 
    Lifting her feet from the ground and flying over to me, she came within inches of my face. “What happened to her?” 
 
    Her breath was toxic. In order to breathe, I moved back a few steps. “Her grave is located on the property of Saint George Church.” 
 
    The woman stared at me, as though at a loss for words. She finally asked, “Why? How did she get buried there?” 
 
    Afraid to tell her Luminița wasn’t actually buried anywhere, but knowing that I’d have to, I led up to it gradually. “Members of your family paid the church to have her gravesite and tombstone there, so they’d have a place to visit her.” 
 
    Lăcrămioara looked confused. “Which family members? Most of my immediate family were impaled.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It might have been years later by family members who knew of her.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Why would they care if they didn’t know her?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. Feeling frozen as a statue or turned into a pillar of salt from the icy terror coursing through my veins, I made my mouth move in order to share the secret information I’d learned. “Lăcrămioara, your daughter isn’t dead. She’s not actually in the grave marked with her name.” 
 
    Again, the ghostly woman looked completely confused. “What do you mean? Your research is lazy. Perhaps you discovered another Luminița Dragavei. I wouldn’t be surprised. I’ve obviously asked an idiot to find answers for me. I do not suffer idiots…” 
 
    I feared she was going to kill me right there on the spot, her eyes shined with such murderous intent. “Lăcrămioara, your daughter is a vampire. Somewhere along the line, you had family members who purchased a gravesite and tombstone in order to protect her secret.” 
 
    The woman became enraged. “You, swine! You filthy, dirty swine! How dare you ruin my sweet daughter’s reputation? I want to hear about her life. Did she marry? Did she have children? Was she happy? How long a life was she given? I don’t want your filthy lies! There’s no way my sweet Luminița walks the Earth as a vampire, immersed in all the despicable evil they bring to others!” 
 
    I tried to help, to set her mind at ease. “I don’t know the answers to your questions. I don’t know when she was turned. She will be saved from her condition, however. Vampire hunters have been enlisted to help with the undead that Saint George has been protecting.” 
 
    Lăcrămioara opened her mouth, releasing a scream so bloodcurdling, it seemed straight from the pits of Hell. “You’re telling me my daughter’s about to die an excruciating death from a wooden stake piercing her heart? She might as well have died impaled with all the rest of us!” Rising into the air, she turned herself into an enormous bird of prey. Swooping down toward me, talons extended, she raked her claws across my face, lacerating my forehead. My brain exploded with the most intense pain I’d ever experienced in my entire life, right before the world dissolved into darkness. 
 
    When I woke, Dr. Gheata was kneeling beside me. “You’re OK, Shade. You’re OK. Here, drink this.” My hand trembled so hard, I couldn’t grasp the thermos she was holding out to me. Lifting it to my lips, she said, “Take a sip. Go ahead now.” I tried not to cough as she spilled something thick as syrup and tasting of licorice into my mouth. 
 
    Gradually, over the next few minutes, my strength returned. “I failed. The ghost I was supposed to help here is furious with me.” 
 
    Standing, Dr. Gheata extended her hand. “Stand up. Everything will be OK. She isn’t angry with you. She’s furious over what happened and what is about to happen to her daughter. That depth of pain must be unbearable. It will be OK. Trust me.” 
 
    I grasped her hand, letting her help me get back on my feet. 
 
    Looking me over, Dr. Gheata asked, “Are you able to go on to the Witches Pond?” 
 
    I reached for her thermos. “May I have another drink?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    As the licorice syrup coated my throat and warmed my chest, I felt able—barely able, but able enough—to continue on to the Witches Pond. I knew I’d have to eventually face the next ghost and it was probably best to get it over with now. 
 
    On the bus ride over to the pond, everyone was silent. I assumed everyone had gone through an ordeal similar to mine at Poenari Castle. I didn’t want to talk. My emotions had been ripped to shreds. I had neither the strength nor the words to discuss it. 
 
    The bus driver turned on some rather sad, soulful music that made me want to cry. Someone up front asked him what it was. He replied, “Mozart’s Requiem Mass. His Requiem in D Minor.” 
 
    Oh, great. The music was fitting. It yawned wide open and swallowed me whole. Tears streamed down my face on our way over to the Witches Pond. Mozart’s Requiem for all the undead who would be slaughtered this week. 
 
    Codrina Ardeleanu, the same local witch who had been our guide at the Witches Pond last time, met us there once again. As we walked down the path leading to the water, Codrina stepped out from the trees on the other side of the pond and stood waiting for us. 
 
    Dr. Gheata waved to Codrina as she brought us over to her. The two women exchanged pleasantries; then Codrina got down to business. She suggested we make ourselves comfortable while she tried contacting the ghosts. 
 
    Stepping to the very edge of the pond, she raised her hands to the heavens. She began speaking in that same strange tongue she’d used before. Now that I’d been in Romania as long as I had, I was certain it wasn’t Romanian. It was unlike anything I’d heard anywhere else in the country. 
 
    The day had already been overcast. Now, it dimmed further toward darkness, as though the sun were but a birthday cake and someone had starting blowing out the candles. A dozen snakes appeared at the surface of the water, then slithered onto a rock in the middle of the pond, seeking what remained of the sun’s warmth or the sound of Codrina’s voice. 
 
    Things went on like this for over an hour. At one point, the light completely disappeared from around us. All we could see were the glowing eyes of animals emerging from the forest to observe Codrina’s strange ritual. At least I hoped they were animals. As frightening as it was to imagine wild animals surrounding us in darkness—things that live in Romania like wolves and bears and wildcats—it was absolutely terrifying to realize that we might be surrounded by the undead. 
 
    Codrina walked back and forth along the edge of the pond, chanting and speaking in her strange tongue. Dr. Gheata sat on the ground behind her, closer to the forest’s edge. 
 
    At one point, I wanted to seek refuge from everything that was happening. Laying my head down on a bed of soft grass, I watched the leaves above me dancing in the cool night air. I tried to resurrect that feeling I experienced in the forests back at Ocean View, what Kai told me the Japanese called forest bathing. I wondered if I could bathe in the peacefulness of the forest here, ignoring the fact it might be filled with the undead and ghosts that haunted its paths. I suddenly remembered what Codrina had told us last time: that it’s believed Vlad Țepeș had been beheaded in this location and people saw his ghost from time to time. I sat bolt upright, absentmindedly pulling grass from the dirt with clenched hands. 
 
    I realized I needed to wash my fears from my mind. I needed whatever peace I could gather before having to face Florina cel Mare and tell her what had happened to her daughter, Florentina. The beautiful young girl with green eyes and dark hair, laughing happily in the vision I’d had of her right here at the Witches Pond. 
 
    I lay back down, letting my head feel comfort against the long soft strands of grass. 
 
    A crackling sound caused me to sit bolt upright once again. 
 
    Same as last time, right before the ghosts appeared, fire ignited on the surface of the water, then dissipated in a plume of smoke. This time, however, the air turned red. It was as if the forest were burning, trapping us there to be roasted alive. There was no heat, however. The air turned so cold, my breath escaped my mouth as clouds. 
 
    Last time, hundreds of wailing ghosts had descended upon us, blood dripping from their stomachs and necks, in some cases even their eyes. 
 
    This time, a much smaller number of ghosts appeared, only those who’d requested we find answers for them. 
 
    And then, I stood alone at the edge of the darkened forest with Florina. She had the same scarred face. Blood still dripped from her eyes and mouth, still leaked from her throat and stomach. She spoke in the same raspy voice. This time, she reached out to touch my face with her frigidly cold hand. “Do you have information about my daughter? What have you learned?” Her eyes held so much pain and yearning, I had to look away for a second. 
 
    I forced myself to look back. She deserved the courtesy. “She has a grave and a tombstone with her name on the grounds of Saint George Church.” 
 
    A spark of hope glimmered in her eyes, but was immediately extinguished. “That’s…incredible. Did she…die?” 
 
    I did not think I could handle being such a bringer of bad news once again, but I knew I had to tell her the truth. “Florina, she’s a vampire. I don’t know who turned her or exactly when that happened, but someone in your family paid to have a grave and tombstone for her at Saint George’s, in order to protect her secret.” 
 
    Florina’s reaction in many ways was more devastating than Lăcrămioara’s. 
 
    Florina collapsed to the ground, weeping. Tears washed blood down her face from her eyes, continuously. Covering her eyes with her hands, they became covered in watery blood. Then, bringing her knees up to her chin and wrapping her arms around them, she sobbed for a very long time. 
 
    I had no idea what to do. I sat there, hoping that having someone nearby would be comforting, the same way it always helps to have a friend close by in your most devastating moments. 
 
    Finally, completely exhausted from the emotions raging through her like flames, Florina lifted her head. “I suspected as much. Remember I asked you to look through the church records. I always felt they held the answers, and I suspected this would be the answer regarding my precious Florentina. When I was dying impaled on a spike, I saw vampires circling us, hungry for blood. I’d also seen them nearby, watching Florentina, shortly before Vlad Țepeș had me taken to be impaled. There was one particular man, a vampire for sure with his pale skin and sharp teeth, who only came around at night. I’d asked him to leave us alone. It must have been him…” Her voice broke and she dissolved once more into weeping. 
 
    When she was done, she touched me once more on the cheek. “Thank you, Shade. It was worse not knowing.” 
 
    I was so afraid to tell her the rest. “Within the next few days, the vampire hunters are planning to rid Saint George’s of all the undead they’ve been protecting.” 
 
    Florina burst into tears once more. “I wish I could keep her from what is about to happen to her, but I can’t. It’s the only way to keep my daughter from suffering, for all eternity, the awful ravenous evil she’s been cursed with through no fault of her own.” She reached out and touched my cheek once again. “Thank you, Shade. You did a brave and difficult thing. In a deeply important way, you’ve brought salvation to my precious Florentina.” 
 
    She seemed about to say something else, but ended up simply standing in front of me, tears streaming down her face. Then she vanished, leaving nothing but sadness behind. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 43 
 
    Riding back to our village on the bus, no one spoke. Once again, the bus driver played Mozart’s Requiem Mass. It seemed fitting, as though we were in some kind of funeral procession for those who had died such horrible deaths, and for those who were about to do the same. 
 
    Our group—Carrie, Brooklyn, Selene and me—decided to crash at my place. We usually talked about everything. That night, we remained mostly silent, wrapped up in our own fears and thoughts and concerns, along with replaying over and over again the haunting experiences we’d just gone through. I had no idea if my friends had been visited by the ghosts they were supposed to help or not, but something powerfully disturbing had clearly happened to all of us. We all behaved like someone in shock. 
 
    We grabbed a quick dinner over at the cafeteria, eating silently with our heads bowed, as though we were a group of nuns practicing our vow of silence. Then we headed back to my place. I made a pot of marshmallow tea for its properties of protection and healing, plus its treatment of digestive problems because my stomach was a mess from all the tension that had wreaked havoc in my gut all day. *[See footnote #10 at end of book.] 
 
    Everyone accepted a porcelain cup and saucer filled with the magical brew, sipping on it as they pored over more information in the books scattered around my living room. 
 
    Shortly afterward, the exhaustion from the day’s events combined with the effort of sorting through more disturbing information caught up with us. One by one, we laid our heads down and fell asleep. Although I managed to climb up onto my bed, I never found the energy to slide under the covers. Mysty leapt onto the bed, landing next to me. Curling up with her tail against her stomach, she started purring with contentment. The last thing I remember was thinking how soothing her purring felt that night. 
 
    I startled awake, staring into nothingness, trying to get my brain to focus. Carrie had screamed. Someone was banging loudly and insistently on my front door. Boom! Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom! Boom! “Shade! Shade! Wake up! Wake up! Are you there?” 
 
    It was…Dr. Gheata’s voice. I thought I might be dreaming. 
 
    “Shade! It’s an emergency! Open up!” 
 
    I screamed to everyone else, “It’s Dr. Gheata! She’s in trouble! Get ready to fight. Grab something to use as a weapon, in case she’s being attacked by a vampire! Go!” 
 
    Trusting everyone to do what had to be done, I opened the door, slowly. Dr. Gheata pushed against it, ramming it into my shoulder. Storming into my house, she behaved bizarrely, especially for her. She was usually so calm and collected, carrying herself in a way that suggested she’d seen it all and couldn’t be fazed. Pointing at each of us, she rattled off our names. “Shade. Brooklyn. Selene. Carrie. Good. That accounts for four of you. Hold on a second.” Tapping her cell phone, she held it against her ear. “We found them. Shade and the three missing girls…Yup…Yup…Brooklyn, Selene and Carrie.” 
 
    Were we in trouble? “Missing girls” sounded ominous. Missing from what exactly? We were carrying on with our lives as usual, hanging out together. That was totally allowed. 
 
    Brooklyn started to explain. “We’re not…What do you mean by missing?” 
 
    Dr. Gheata waved a hand at her, as though shooing away flies. “No, no, no. Don’t worry about it. Missing as we couldn’t find you, that’s all.” Stepping farther into the room, her body language manic, her eyes lit with a kind of insanity, she said, “Listen to me. Listen to me carefully. You have to follow my directions. Pack up everything you need to take back to the States, everything you need to take back to Ocean View’s main campus. You’re leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
    Ice flowed through my veins. I felt numb with shock. What had I done wrong? Exactly how much trouble were we in to be dismissed this way? 
 
    Once again, Brooklyn gave voice to our concerns. “Why? What did we do?” 
 
    Running her hands through her hair, tugging at clumps of it, Dr. Gheata seemed ready to pull it out. “Nothing! You did nothing! I mean, you did everything right. The vampire hunters have moved in on Saint George’s. They’ve started cleaning out the undead. The situation right now is explosive. Everyone who’s associated with the magical community here at Ocean View is in danger. You’re students. You can’t be involved with this. We’re basically in the middle of a war.” She paused for a second, then said, “Go! Go, now, get ready. The bus will wait for you in front of the school building in a few minutes. Hurry up!” With that, she turned and ran outside, slamming the door behind her. 
 
    We wasted a few seconds, staring at each other, trying to process what we needed to pack. 
 
    Finally, I spoke up. “You all better go home and pack. I have a feeling we don’t have much time before we’re forced to leave everything behind. Go, go, go!” 
 
    The door opened and slammed as everyone left for their cottages. 
 
    Grabbing my suitcase, I threw in most of my clothes and a few souvenirs. I wasn’t sure I should, but I grabbed Daisy’s books. 
 
    As I turned around to head out the door, I suddenly noticed Mysty watching me with alarm. I picked her up and gave her a big hug, soaking a patch of her fur with my tears. “Awww, sweet little kitty cat, I’m gonna miss you something terrible. I hope we meet again.” Setting her down on the bed, I ran into the kitchen. I grabbed a fancy porcelain bowl from the shelf, filled it with cat food and carried it over to Mysty who was curled up near my pillow. I wanted to calm her down, make her feel safe, let her have the feeling that everything was going to be OK. After she started crunching her food, I patted her head, then grabbed my suitcase and headed out the door. 
 
    A few seconds later, Selene and Carrie came outside. I waved them forward. “Hey, c’mon, let’s go! Where’s Brooklyn?” Looking down the road, I spotted her ahead of us. “Ah, there she is, up ahead!” 
 
    Suddenly, a loud BOOM! exploded in the distance. As we whipped around to face the direction of the noise, a huge plume of smoke rose into the sky. Several more explosions followed, illuminating a swath of dark night sky in fiery red. 
 
    Dr. Gheata stood outside the bus parked in front of the school building. Her screaming broke through the terror that had frozen us to the spot, trying to interpret what we were seeing. “Girls! What are you doing? Get over here!” 
 
    Turning around, feeling as though we were moving in slow motion, we hurried as fast as we could. 
 
    In the distance, gunshots and the endless pop-pop-pop rapid-fire sounds of automatic weapons erupted. 
 
    As soon as everyone had boarded, the bus pulled away from the school building. Everyone in our village had made it on time. The driver pressed his foot down hard on the gas pedal, skidding out as he accelerated on the dirt road. The ride made me nauseous and rattled my nerves. The bus bounced up and down over holes and rocks in the road. 
 
    Once we pulled onto a paved road, I found my voice. “Dr. Gheata, what’s happening?” 
 
    Turning around in her seat, she answered. “Like I told you earlier tonight, the vampire hunters moved onto the grounds of Saint George’s tonight. They intend to clean out all the undead, and Saint George’s has been hiding a lot of them. Hundreds of them. Things are no longer safe for you here. That’s why we’re sending you all back home to the states, to Ocean View’s main campus.” 
 
    Brooklyn’s voice sounded shaky as she asked about the gunshots. “Are they shooting the vampires? How would that even work? I thought they could only be killed with wooden stakes. Do the vampire hunters have wooden bullets or something?” 
 
    Dr. Gheata took a moment to collect her thoughts. “No. The vampires are the ones shooting at the hunters. The hunters have the same crossbows you saw before.” 
 
    What did that even mean? Goose bumps broke out on my arms. A chill ran up my spine and through my bones. 
 
    Dr. Gheata continued, “Vampires may be the undead, but they function in the world as living people. They can do most things the living can do. They’ve always known their continued existence depended on hiding the truth about themselves from local communities. Saint George’s offered them an abundance of secrecy and protection. For years, the vampires have been accumulating guns and explosives, hiding them within the secret rooms and catacombs of Saint George’s. I’ve heard stories for some time now that vampires were keeping guns by their side when asleep in their coffins.” 
 
    A few more students asked questions; but I zoned out completely, watching Romania pass by outside my window. My brain hadn’t caught up with the things happening that night. 
 
    About half an hour later, we arrived at an airport. Driving right onto the tarmac, the bus brought us to an airplane that looked like one of those military planes for transporting troops. The only place I’d ever seen one before was in movies. Dr. Gheata stood up. “Grab your stuff and go! We want you in the air before things get worse. I’ll contact you by email. Now, go!” 
 
    Carrying our stuff, we hurried down the bus aisle, across the tarmac and onto the plane. I turned to see Dr. Gheata getting back on the bus. From the plane, I heard the bus take off. I wondered where the driver would take her—hopefully, nowhere near St. George’s. 
 
    Our group wasn’t the only one going home. The plane was about three-quarters full. We were the last to arrive. I figured the witches’ group we’d worked with in Romania was there. I wanted to look for Raina and Kiara, but we were told to buckle up immediately and get ready for takeoff. 
 
    Our group had seats along the side of the plane. After we were allowed to move about the plane, I found Raina and Kiara. I talked to them briefly to make sure they were OK, then returned to my seat and fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 44 
 
    The trip home was difficult. I was exhausted by the time we arrived back at Ocean View campus. Our trip involved three different planes and too many buses to count. 
 
    Carrie and I stumbled up to our room, then collapsed on our beds without changing our clothes or washing up. I woke up several times to the sound of Carrie screaming. I’m sure I did the same throughout the night. 
 
    Our final days in Romania had been brutal. 
 
    We’d both forgotten to close the faerie-made curtains around our beds. However, neither of us were bothered by ghosts. Either we’d slept through their cries or they’d taken one look at us and decided we were in no shape to help. And of course there was one other possibility: we had the stink of the undead about us. 
 
    We slept for an insane number of hours. I slept for nearly two days straight. Carrie did the same, waking up only an hour before I did. During that entire time, I got up a few times to pee, to grab a glass of water or to munch on a couple of snack bars in one of my desk drawers. Afterwards, I’d crawled back into bed, returning to the land of sleep. 
 
    When I finally woke up for real, it felt emotionally like I’d been hit by a truck. I was in a complete daze. Carrie asked if I wanted to get something to eat. I said, “Sure,” and we headed out to one of the campus cafés. Sitting at a table near the window, munching on cheeseburgers and fries, we looked like people who’d escaped from a war-torn country. Our hair was wild and greasy. Our faces were pale. We hadn’t changed our clothes in days. We didn’t smell great. I’m sure I had the same look as Carrie: her eyes were either blank and staring or lit with flashes of terror. All around us, students were talking and laughing. A few were reading books and working on homework. A couple of warlocks were igniting fireballs in their hands, just for fun. 
 
    We were completely out of place on a campus that had felt like home only a few short months ago. Now we were complete strangers to this place. Wondering if I’d ever fit in here again, I experienced the start of a panic attack; but then it slipped away, my body too exhausted to handle it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 45 
 
    Slowly, little by little, I worked on rebuilding my life back on main campus. 
 
    My only close friends on campus were Carrie and Annie. Everyone else was still away on their semester abroad. 
 
    Carrie and I talked, usually in brief sessions, about what had happened in Romania. It was too overwhelming to go over it at any great length. We were still too close in time to events that were extraordinarily confusing and difficult to process. 
 
    I had an incredible talk with Annie one night. I spoke about Romania. She spoke about what she’d gone through after being kidnapped. I realized I was going through some of what she’d experienced. Trauma is a monster. Annie said, “It just takes time, Shade.” Before leaving, I gave her a huge hug. I felt incredibly happy to have her in my life. 
 
    I waded through emails and homework. 
 
    Dr. Gheata sent the email she’d promised. We all had straight A’s for the semester with one provision: we needed to write a report on our experience with the undead in Romania and send it to her. Initially, that made me angry. I did not want to relive that experience by writing about it. Hadn’t we done enough? In the end, it turned out to be the perfect exercise for processing everything that had happened to us. It turns out Dr. Gheata is a really smart woman and a fantastic professor. 
 
    I spent some time in the sensory deprivation tanks, escaping the boundaries of Earth to resolve my emotions on a different plane. Overall, it helped. Sometimes, it left me shaking with fear. 
 
    One night when I was feeling especially troubled, I decided to go down to the beach to seek solace in the location that almost always brought me comfort. 
 
    The moon was full. Stars and planets glittered against the night sky. Waves rose up from their flat plane of existence, liquid walls edged in glowing lace. They crashed back down over and over again, spilling lace beads across the sand. The repetitive roar and shush of the ocean calmed me. 
 
    Overcome by sadness, I wrapped my arms around my knees and rested my head against them. Closing my eyes, I wept until enough sadness had been released to maintain equilibrium, like steam from a valve. 
 
    When I looked up, fear stabbed my heart. A group of ghosts all holding hands were approaching me from the ocean. I was not ready for that. I could not handle it. 
 
    When they drew closer, stepping onto the sand and walking toward me, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It had to be a hallucination. I wiped the tears from my eyes to see more clearly. 
 
    The woman at the center reached a hand out to me. “Shade. Thank you for all you did for us.” 
 
    “Sister Apollonia? How are you here?” 
 
    I looked at her more closely. She was dressed in her habit, but it was covered with blood. A huge bloodstain covered her chest and stomach. 
 
    Sister Apollonia’s eyes reflected the moon’s illumination through the golden specks of her hazel eyes. “I was bitten the night the vampire hunters charged onto the grounds of Saint George’s. I don’t think the vampire meant to feed. I think he was seeking revenge because I’d set things up for Saint George’s to be cleansed of the undead. I ran out in front of a wooden stake flying through the air from a hunter’s bow. I could never have lived with the evil I might do once I turned. I don’t know if the undead can ever be a saint, but I’d like to be canonized one day. Here, I brought you some other grateful people…” 
 
    To her right was a woman and child. On her left, the same. It took me a moment to recognize who they were. 
 
    On the right: Lăcrămioara Dragavei and her daughter, Luminița. On the left: Florina cel Mare and her daughter, Florentina. Blood covered the front of the little girls’ dresses. 
 
    Lăcrămioara reached out her hand. As I took her hand, she drew me into her arms, holding me closely within her cloudlike embrace. When she finally released me, she grabbed her daughter’s hand and smiled at me. “Thank you so much, Shade. It was one of the worst experiences of my entire life, and that’s saying a lot considering how I died, to hear from you that my daughter had been made a vampire and was about to be put to death. Now, however, we’re all together in a good place, my daughter no longer facing eternal damnation for doing monstrous things. Thank you.” 
 
    Florina nodded in agreement. She smiled at me, then turned to her daughter. “Do you have something you wanted to say?” 
 
    Florentina stepped forward. Although she’d walked the Earth for hundreds of years, she was a pretty ten-year-old in appearance, dark hair blowing around her face, green eyes twinkling. “Thank you. I never wanted to be a vampire. It was horrible. Mommy helps me with my nightmares. She says I’m safe now.” Blinking nervously, she returned to her mom, grabbed her hand and leaned against her. 
 
    Lăcrămioara looked down at her precious daughter, four years old in appearance, and nodded. 
 
    Although Luminița didn’t leave her mother’s side, she took one step forward, looking up at her mother for approval. When she spoke, she had such an adorable baby voice. “Thank you, Miss Shade. I don’t like blood. The man with sharp teeth is a very bad man. Did you get him, Miss Shade?” 
 
    “No, not me. But the vampire hunters did. You’re safe now.” 
 
    Sister Apollonia walked up to me and gave me another warm hug. “Thank you again. You freed us from a horrible prison. Keep being brave. You have your whole life ahead of you.” 
 
    With that, they turned as a group. Holding hands, they walked back into the ocean, disappearing into the night like clouds evaporating in a strong wind. 
 
    The rest of my life opened in front of me. I vowed to make it the best I possibly could. Time was short and life was fleeting. I had much to do before I dissolved into nothingness, my physical substance becoming little more than the stuff of clouds. 
 
    My memories of Sister Apollonia would give me strength. She might not have been perfect, but she was certainly a friend. Someday, she might even be named a saint. 
 
    Life is full of surprises. Some of them are so fantastic, I wish we could live forever. Not as a vampire, though. Definitely not as a vampire. 
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    Dear Reader, 
 
    I hope you enjoyed this fifth book in the Shade series. When choosing books, people often make decisions based on the recommendations of others. If you enjoyed Shade and the Vampires of Romania and would consider leaving a review on Amazon or the site where you downloaded it, I would deeply appreciate it. 
 
    In the next book in the series, Shade and the Crystal Orb, Shade spends a semester abroad in Scotland researching the kelpies, a group of magical beings confined to a small area of Scotland. While there, Shade has a mystical encounter with “Nessie” the Loch Ness Monster. Shade and the Crystal Orb (Shade Series Book 6) can be found here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B096J611CW 
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