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   CHAPTER 1 
 
    I was excited as I headed off to my sophomore year in Magic School. Last year, I had been nervous, scared of the unknown as I left the trailer park in Roswell. This year, I knew what to expect. I knew that things wouldn’t be unicorns and faerie dust. I also knew that anything faerie could be laced with poison. I’d yet to see unicorns; but based on what I’d seen of other magical creatures I’d encountered so far, if they existed, they probably had a dark and sinister side as well. A little bit of skepticism goes a long way when dealing with reality. Ocean View College might not be perfect, but it was familiar now and a lot more interesting than any other place I’d ever been. 
 
    During the summer, something magical happened in my home life and for that, I was immensely thankful. My Aunt Hazel had a long talk with my mom. My aunt had mentioned earlier that she’d like to sell her house, now that my Uncle Liam had passed away and she was retired. She thought she could move into my mom’s trailer and help her out, maybe even take her on a cruise. My mom being a person without much pride, agreed almost immediately. The almost wasn’t due to any kind of pride. She was just worried she wouldn’t be up to the move after her heart attack and triple bypass surgery. My aunt assured her she’d handle everything. Kai and I volunteered to help. 
 
    After much discussion, rather than move in with my mom, Aunt Hazel sold her house and bought a new one with enough room for all of us. It was a six-bedroom, five-bathroom house in Northern California—“close enough for you to come back home more easily than Roswell, but not so close you’ll feel like we’re suffocating you,” as my aunt told me about the new location. That was perfect. We got to move out of our trailer park in Roswell and I could flap my wings without the crushing sense of guilt I’d always felt toward my mother. 
 
    As of last January when Kai stopped paying rent on her trailer, she’d been without a home of her own, staying with me, my mom and my aunt in our rather crowded place whenever we were home from college. Kai did have pride. I had to beg; but, eventually, she agreed to move into one of the bedrooms in our new house. I told her she’d be helping me out; I’d be way too lonely in a new place without any friends. That was definitely true. I felt better having her nearby. Annie visited for a couple of weeks and I finally had a nice bedroom to offer her as well—nothing like her own bedroom; but then her family was incredibly wealthy, whereas my aunt was more modestly well-off. 
 
    My aunt took the master bedroom with an attached bathroom that was huge, all marble and granite with both a shower and soaking tub. I’d never seen anything like it except in pictures and, of course, at Annie’s mansion. My mom had a bedroom and bathroom that were just as nice and almost as big. 
 
    I loved my own bedroom-bathroom suite. The bedroom was spacious enough to hold a king-sized bed, a dresser, an L-shaped desk, a couch and reading chair, and it had a walk-in closet. The bathroom had a shower, soaking tub, a granite countertop and tiled floor. I got to pick out furniture, since I didn’t own any except the mattress my mom had referred to as a bed. We left the old mattress in the trailer. It felt good, literally leaving an unpleasant part of my past behind. I folded up my favorite sheets, the blue ones decorated with clouds, and left them on top of the mattress. Hopefully, whoever inherited that mattress would find some joy in the pretty sheets. 
 
    I got to pick out the color I wanted my new room painted. 
 
    It’s so weird; but after all the turmoil I went through in the run-down Victorian house my mom had rented right before we moved to Roswell and how much I’d hated that house at the beginning, I decided I wanted my new room to look like the one I’d had back there. Moving into that house is when everything started changing for the better, despite how horrible it seemed at the start. That’s where Brandon the Ghost first appeared to me, where he became my friend and encouraged me to stop hurting myself. It gave me the chills remembering back to the way I used to cut myself when we moved in there—the white porcelain bowl, the razor and knife I used to ceremoniously release my blood from my veins until it dripped down into the bowl and set me alive once again. Killing myself one slice at a time in order to feel alive. 
 
    That old room was also where I started creating my first graphic novel, Leotard Girl, which led to a bunch of great opportunities with my high school paper and a local newspaper…which eventually led to me being handed a full-ride scholarship to a college for those with magical abilities. 
 
    Life was strange. 
 
    I chose dusty pink for the walls of my new bedroom, gray for the baseboards. At the furniture store, I picked out a king-sized canopy bed and my aunt let me order a white lace canopy for it. We couldn’t find a pink-and-gray checkered quilt, but I found one that was pink-and-gray striped and that was close enough. I managed to find a lamp with a pink glass shade for my new dresser and an antique-style lamp for one end of my new ginormous L-shaped desk. I found a couch with gray cushions and a matching chair to remind me of the cushions in the window seat in the turret section of my Victorian bedroom. And that was plenty. I felt like there was enough familiarity to cocoon myself away in a safe space that would feel comfortable. 
 
    I asked Kai what she’d like for the room she’d be staying in. She said she didn’t need it to be the same as her bedroom in her family’s trailer home; she’d just bring items that had special memories with her. Her old room had been painted black and covered with glow-in-the-dark stars. My aunt wasn’t keen on having any of her walls painted black, but she agreed to navy blue and we surprised Kai with that. Aunt Hazel said she could add glow-in-the-dark stars if she’d like, so Kai brightened her walls with constellations that shimmered in the night. 
 
    While I was unpacking, I came across my old porcelain bowl, the razor and knife. I’d tucked those away a while back in case I ever felt a desperate need to use them again. Holding them in my hands, it felt as though they came from a previous life, as though I’d been reincarnated and no longer had any attachment to them. I thought about keeping the knife, as it had been a birthday gift from my mom’s boyfriend back then, a really nice guy who’d treated me like a daughter; but he was no longer part of my life and a knife seemed like a crappy way to maintain a sense of attachment to a father figure. I wrapped up the items in paper towels, threw them into a garbage bag and dumped it all in the trash can outside. When I came back in, I felt a bit shaky, like I’d had surgery to remove a tumor. I was better off without it, but the healing process was obviously not complete. 
 
    By the time September rolled around, I’d gotten totally settled in our new place. Kai had, too. In a few short years, we’d be graduating from college and setting off into the world on our own. This house seemed like a good shelter for the few years we had left before full adulthood arrived. OK, enough of that. I don’t like thinking about it. Being part of the adult world seems too unreal, and frightening. 
 
    We hopped on the Ocean View bus much better prepared than the year before. My mom was better prepared, too. This time, she had her sister for company and a cruise to look forward to as soon as she felt up to it. 
 
    We lived in California now, on the coast of the Pacific Ocean, only a boat or short plane ride away from the island where we went to college. The bus looked the same as freshman year. It was another fancy tour bus. The bus driver was different: an old man with gray hair and beard and a sun-tanned face lined with wrinkles. He was strong as an ox, lifting our suitcases two at a time and carrying them onto the bus. Either he worked out on a regular basis or he was a shifter—something strong, like a bear or an ox. At Ocean View, anything was possible. 
 
    The bus was crowded, but Kai and I managed to find a couple of seats together. Now that we lived in California with the college island right off its coast, we didn’t get to ride the train. I felt seriously bummed out about that. The train ride from Albuquerque to California at the start of our freshman year had been absolutely awesome. Instead, the tour bus took us directly to the depot on the top of the cliff overlooking the ocean where students boarded the smaller Ocean View buses. 
 
    I looked out the window as our second bus snaked around the corners of the narrow, winding cliffside road, to bring us down to the beach. I thought it would be less scary now that I knew what to expect, but it wasn’t. I still felt terrified. 
 
    When we hopped on the ferry for the ride over to the island, I found myself searching the shimmering waves, looking for Merrik. I made myself stop. He’d broken my heart. I really didn’t want to see him again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    When we finally reached campus, we saw groups of freshmen gathering around their orientation leaders. Our introduction to sophomore year was apparently going to be hands-off. A guy with long hair and sunglasses, wearing a sign around his neck that said Sophomore Class Leader, repeatedly shouted into the crowd: “If you’re a sophomore, go directly to the main administration building. If you have any questions or need directions, see me.” 
 
    I looked over at Kai. “I guess we’re on our own.” 
 
    Kai shrugged her shoulders. “Yup. We know where the administration building is. So I guess that’s that.” 
 
    Greeted at the front entrance of the administration building by upperclassmen directing traffic, we were asked to show the I.D.s we’d received in the mail. We each had a brand new plastic I.D. card suspended from a rope lanyard with our photograph on the front and a hologram of one of Ocean View’s castle buildings embedded in the plastic. Instead of a different I.D. for orientation week like we’d had the previous year, we were to start using our regular ones right away. After we’d verified our identities, we were told where to go. 
 
    Although we took the hallway that branched off from the main lobby in the opposite direction from freshman year, its old wooden floor creaked and complained just as much and had the same kind of warped path in its center from all the foot traffic that had passed through there over the years. 
 
    We entered a room identical to the freshman one. Modernized by fluorescent lights, the space had a long counter separating staff from students. 
 
    A woman wearing a black business suit with a bright yellow shirt handed us the same type of folders we’d received the previous year: mint green with white-capped waves along the bottom and the Ocean View emblem at the top. I’d always loved that emblem: a navy blue oval with white waves along the bottom and the words Ocean View College embossed in white lettering in the middle of it. 
 
    The woman smiled, her teeth brilliantly white and perfectly straight against her red lipstick. “You’ll find your house, its location on a map and your room assignment in there. On the sheet underneath that, you’ll find the name of your roommate and some basic information about them. There’s no college orientation for you this year. However, this week will be filled with orientation activities in your individual houses. You’ll want to attend those, as this is your first year being assigned to a specific house. Any questions?” 
 
    Unsure of what it would mean to live in a house where everyone shared what we’d always considered our unique abilities, we probably looked like deer in the headlights. Although not as bad as freshman year when the whole idea of going to a college for people with special abilities…or, in my case, what I’d always thought of as my own bizarre quirks…was filled with mystery and a profound sense of the unknown. Back then, our eyes were probably as wide as anime deer staring straight into floodlights on a theater stage. 
 
    Kai finally found her voice. “No, no questions. Everything seems clear.” 
 
    I nodded my head in agreement. 
 
    Once we’d exited the building into the throng of students gathered outside, we compared maps. The Ghost Whisperers House was on the opposite side of campus from the Empaths House. I thought that was the result of some rather poor planning. My building had the Witches House on one side and the Shapeshifters House on the other. Seriously? I had a lot more in common with the empaths. 
 
    I expressed my displeasure out loud. 
 
    Kai’s lower lip trembled. Tears filled her eyes and streamed down her face. That caught me completely by surprise. “I’m so sorry, Kai. Did I say something to upset you?” 
 
    Kai wiped her cheeks with her hands. “No. Not at all. I just don’t feel up to this. I can’t even imagine what it’s going to be like living with a house full of empaths. Cripes, can you even imagine? Everyone picking up on everyone else’s feelings, reaching out constantly to each other, getting all insulted by the slightest negative word?” 
 
    I studied Kai for a moment. “Do you do that?” 
 
    Kai looked stunned by the question. “Noooo. You know me. When have I ever done that?” 
 
    “Well, maybe other people in your house won’t do it either. We’re not kids anymore. We’ve all developed coping mechanisms for our personalities…you know, ways to survive in the world.” 
 
    Kai wrapped the end of one of her braids around her finger and played absentmindedly with the turquoise beads on the rubber band. “I hadn’t thought about that. I just assumed I was hard-nosed from all the stuff I’ve gone through with the skinwalkers. Maybe I would have turned out like this, anyway.” Kai looked off into the distance, in the direction of the ocean waves pounding against the shore. “Maybe I have some healthy coping mechanisms…” The idea seemed foreign to her. Looking back at her map, she said, “Oh, look at this. The Empaths House is next to a Shapeshifters House. Wait. Isn’t the Shapeshifters House next to yours?” 
 
    I leaned over her shoulder to look at her map and then studied mine. “Huh. Looks like there are two shapeshifter houses.” The image of the rat shifters I’d encountered that night last year in one of the campus’s twenty-four-hour cafés swarmed into my brain. I shuddered. “Actually, that makes sense. Shifters come in all kinds of sizes. Can you imagine a mouse shifter rooming with a bear shifter?” 
 
    Kai started laughing; then we both got the giggles over that image. 
 
    In between bursts of laughter, Kai said, “How about a mouse and an elephant? The tiny one would win!” 
 
    When our giddiness finally subsided, Kai’s face took on a more serious expression. “You know lots of shifters can take more than one form, right? You saw it in that battle…” Her eyes filled with tears once again. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” God, that battle! The horrible one where her mom was killed by the shifter in gorilla form. I lowered my voice. “There’s probably a good reason for having two shapeshifter houses. I guess we’ll find out why, eventually.” 
 
    I gave Kai a big hug and she hugged me back with force. When we finally released each other, Kai said, “Text me, OK? Maybe we can meet up later to hang out. Let me know your orientation schedule, OK?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll definitely do that.” 
 
    As I turned and walked away, it felt as though loneliness and isolation swallowed me whole. I continued on toward my new residence as though traveling through fog. 
 
    When I reached the Ghost Whisperers House, I had to check the map twice. I could hardly believe that’s where I’d be living! One of the castle buildings on campus, it was made of stone and stained glass windows. Wide stone steps led up to a porch sheltered by a roof. There were turrets and chimneys, and the house was surrounded by forest. 
 
    Looking around, I couldn’t see anything on either side of the building except massive trees, mostly pine. On the map, it looked like the witches’ and shapeshifters’ houses were right next door, but we were actually separated by forest. 
 
    Feeling intimidated, I climbed the stairs. I stared at the massive set of wooden doors. There was a black metal door knocker shaped like a ghost. No doorbell. I wasn’t sure what to do. Do I knock? Should I just walk in? It was my dorm, after all. Did I knock on the front door of my freshman dorm? No. That would’ve been stupid. I decided walking straight in was the appropriate—or at least the less dumb and awkward—thing to do. 
 
    I pulled the key I’d been given out of my pocket. It looked like an old-fashioned black metal key. When I slipped it into the lock, however, it behaved as though electronic. There was a flash of blue light and the sound of multiple locks opening one after the other. OK, it was either electronic or powered by magic. At Ocean View, either was possible. 
 
    When I stepped inside, I swear ghosts captured my breath and stole it away. The main entrance was incredible and large enough to be an actual room. The floor was wooden, with an Oriental-style carpet in the middle. Overhead, a chandelier with crystal ghosts appearing to whirl about hung from a high ceiling. Hallways branched out from either side of the entrance. On the opposite side of the room, a wooden staircase with scenes carved into the sides led upstairs. 
 
    I checked my room assignment. Room 47, Third Floor. I decided to go there first before exploring the rest of the house. 
 
    On the second floor, I saw students chatting in the hallway and lots of bedroom doors open. The third floor was much quieter, with all the doors closed. I wondered if I was the first to arrive or if the floor to which I’d been assigned was filled with introverts. That would suit me just fine. I felt overwhelmed and consumed by shyness. I’d need time to warm up to this new environment, especially without any close friends nearby. 
 
    On each floor, the hallway branched off on both sides of the staircase. I turned right to search for my room. It turned out Room 47 was at the end of the hall. That made me incredibly happy. People would only be living on one side of my room; so, hopefully, it would be quiet there. 
 
    I pulled a second key out of my pocket. It was identical to the first, except the color was silver. Inserting it into the door, I found it worked exactly like the other one. Flash of blue light. Sound of locks being undone. Then the door opened a crack and light spilled out into the hallway. 
 
    I pushed on the door and stepped inside. Wow. What a sight. It reminded me more of Annie’s room than anything I’d ever lived in. Even my room in the new house my Aunt Hazel had purchased paled in comparison. Actually, truth be told, Annie’s room paled in comparison. 
 
    First of all, the space was huge. They could have easily assigned at least five girls to that room, ten with bunk beds. However, there were only two beds—two king-sized canopy beds with white lace canopies. I got all misty-eyed, flooded with feelings about how much the canopies made me feel at home. The quilts were beautiful: blue with silver swirls that reminded me of rivers lit by moonlight. 
 
    There were two enormous old-fashioned wooden desks, scenes carved into thick legs the same way engraved artwork lined the sides of the main staircase, and two wooden dressers. There were two stained glass windows on the far wall in between two old-fashioned lattice windows. They were all framed by blue velour curtains, pulled back to allow sunlight to stream through the panes. 
 
    The room had been divided in half, so that each side became its own self-contained living space. Two massive wooden bookcases placed back-to-back divided the room, with shelves facing each area. They ran almost the entire length of the room with only a foot or so between the top and the ceiling. Roommates could easily walk into each other’s space from the small entryway, while still having plenty of privacy for thought and contemplation. 
 
    Each side of the room had its own set of stained glass and lattice windows. It also had its own couch and reading chair…and, oh my God, its own fireplace. Also, its own bathroom and walk-in closet. 
 
    I felt like I’d died and gone to Heaven. 
 
    I didn’t see any personal belongings. I figured I was the first to arrive, which meant I had first dibs on claiming a side of the room. Picking the one next to the outside wall, I dumped my backpack and laptop on the desk; then spread out my art supplies on the wooden surface. I unpacked my clothes. I didn’t own much, so most of my dresser and closet space went totally to waste. 
 
    Sitting down at my desk, staring out the lattice window in front of it, I saw tree branches dancing in the wind. Breathing a sigh of relief, I let myself be enveloped by the peacefulness of silence. 
 
    At that exact moment, locks popped open one after the other in the door to our room. 
 
    I jumped. Every muscle in my body tensed, programmed by my lizard brain for fight or flight. Moment of peace and silence popped like a bubble…and gone. 
 
    The door slammed shut. 
 
    I whirled around to see the person with whom I’d be sharing space. She had creamy skin—a shade that would have been suntan for me, large brown eyes enhanced with eyeliner, eyelashes thickened and lengthened with mascara, and dark brown hair that fell to her shoulders. I felt incredibly plain compared to her. She was wearing a short turquoise skirt, black sweater and turquoise jacket, with ankle-length black leather boots. I, on the other hand, was wearing a pair of old jeans and a faded T-shirt with sneakers. 
 
    As much as I wanted to meet my new roommate, I wasn’t ready to interact socially and the contrast in our fashion style made it that much harder. 
 
    She handled that for me. Popping into my side of the room, she greeted me with a big smile. “Hi, there! How are you?” Crossing over to where I was seated at my desk, she extended her hand. That’s weird. Do roommates normally shake hands? I extended mine. She had a firm grip. “My name’s Natalie…Natalie Zamora. I’m a sophomore.” 
 
    She seemed nice enough. That made it easier for me to respond. 
 
    Do I tell her my whole name? Oh, what the hell? I use it as a byline now. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Shade. Galactic Shade Griffin, actually. But I go by Shade. I’m a sophomore, too.” 
 
    “Wow, Galactic Shade Griffin? What a cool name! You’re so lucky.” 
 
    Yeah, sure. 
 
    Natalie looked around the area I’d claimed as my own. “Looks good. Our room’s a good one.” 
 
    I stood up. “Yeah. It’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    I followed as she went over to the area on the other side of the bookcases. 
 
    Her gaze swept across the space, taking everything in. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm. “I feel inspired. I think this will be a good year.” 
 
    One could only hope. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    While Natalie unpacked, I opened my laptop and signed into my Ocean View account. My classes looked great. Tai Chi Sword Class was my first pick for P.E. I could hardly believe I got it! Sophomore year was looking more and more promising. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, First Semester Sophomore Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Tai Chi Sword Class (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality III (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Biology (General Elective, Science) 
 
    4:00 PM: Philosophy in a Paranormal World (General Elective, Philosophy) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Tai Chi Sword Class (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality III (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Biology (General Elective, Science) 
 
    4:00 PM: Philosophy in a Paranormal World (General Elective, Philosophy) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Tai Chi Sword Class (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality III (Ghost Whispering) 
 
      
 
    I decided to get a jump on things and pick up my books and school supplies. 
 
    Stepping into Natalie’s domain to ask if she needed anything at the bookstore, my tongue got tied up so bad, it was like pixies had lassoed it with invisible rope. 
 
    Natalie had placed a huge computer monitor on her desk. A computer hummed underneath and tropical fish swam across the screen saver. Her closet door stood open, revealing a long line of colorful garments suspended from hangers. Two shelves of her side of the bookcase were already filled with books, many of them leather-bound hardcovers. 
 
    She turned around from where she was hanging a poster on the wall next to her desk. 
 
    “Hey. What’s up?” 
 
    I spit out my question. “I’m going to go to the bookstore. Need anything?” 
 
    “No, thanks. Not right now. I still need to look up my classes.” 
 
    I left the dorm, feeling like a fish out of water. 
 
    In the bookstore, I found a printer where I could print out my class schedule and the list of assigned books. 
 
    Starting sophomore year, students were allowed access to one private section of the bookstore in addition to the main area. My I.D. allowed me entrance into the Ghost Whisperers section. Other than some rather esoteric books, it didn’t have a lot that seemed particularly special. I wished I could get into the Witches or Faeries or Shapeshifters section. Now, that would be something. I wondered if witches could purchase ingredients for spells in their sophomore year. I made a mental note to ask Dakota Dunn, the witch who was my suitemate and Apple’s roommate the previous year. 
 
    I grabbed a book that looked interesting: Famous Ghosts that Walk the Grounds of Ocean View College. Flipping through the pages, I saw sketches and photos of who the ghosts had been in real life, sketches of how they looked as ghosts, their real-life bios, and stories about their phantom appearances on campus. Brrrrr…A shiver crawled up my back like a giant centipede. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know about ghosts on campus. Like empaths, I was sensitive and impressionable. As a ghost whisperer, I feared that learning about these spirits would open my mind to hearing their cries. Mind wide open. Vacancies to fill. Haunt me now. Peace and quiet are so overrated. Despite my fear, I kept the book for purchase. It was a leather hardback edition, after all, something I could add to my new bookshelves. I never had to open it if I didn’t want to. Another book caught my eye: The Catacombs of Ocean View College. Say, what now? I grabbed that, too. Clearly, I’m a glutton for punishment. 
 
    To lighten things up, I looked through fun items in the main store after I’d found all my required textbooks. 
 
    As I headed toward the checkout counter with an armful of books, a coffee cup where ghosts appeared the moment hot liquid was added, an Ocean View hoodie and some pens with silver ghosts on top, I saw someone standing in front of the bookshelf labeled Magical Realism. Stunned feelings zipped through my brain, although for a few seconds my mind couldn’t interpret what I was seeing. The person and place didn’t match, didn’t belong together. 
 
    I walked over. “Annie!?” 
 
    She turned around. “Shade! I was going to surprise you later today.” 
 
    “Oh, my God! What are you doing here?” I shrieked the question. Students turned around and stared at us. 
 
    Annie gave me a huge smile. “I’m a freshman here.” 
 
    I set my pile of stuff down on the floor and gave her a big hug. “I don’t understand. How?” 
 
    Annie filled me in on some rather awesome events in her life. “I didn’t want to say anything until I was absolutely sure things would work out. I couldn’t imagine going off to some strange college without any friends, not after everything I’d been through. I moped around the rest of the summer after I got back from visiting you. When my first couple of college acceptances arrived, I decided to go the route you did. I contacted Gabriella Underwood, the psychic who helped you find me, who I knew got you and Kai into Ocean View. She had me tested for magical abilities. Apparently, I was off-the-chart gifted as an empath, so she got me in here. This all happened very quickly, within the past few weeks. I thought I’d show up here and surprise you. Sorry the surprise part didn’t work out.” 
 
    I laughed. “Are you kidding me? You practically gave me a heart attack—in a good way. I’d call that surprised.” I gave her another big hug. “I’m so happy you’re here! Now, you and me and Kai are all at the same college! We’ll have so much fun!” I pointed at the shelf of Magical Realism books. “Let me guess. The Poisonwood Bible?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Yes. How’d you know?” 
 
    “Kai was assigned that last year. For her English Lit class, Developing Empathy for Fictional Characters. I was assigned The House of the Spirits by Isabel Allende—for the English Lit class that ghost whisperers take freshman year.” 
 
    Annie sighed. “I’m so glad you’re a year ahead of me. I’m having trouble even believing I belong here, I started the process so recently. I could use any advice you can give me.” 
 
    I answered in a quiet voice, “Trust me. I don’t feel I belong here, either. It’s a strange environment in a lot of ways.” 
 
    Annie wrinkled her forehead. She looked scared. 
 
    I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s a really cool place for the most part. You want to get together with me and Kai later tonight?” 
 
    Annie’s face brightened. She sighed again and relaxed her shoulders. “That would be great.” 
 
    Picking my stuff up from the floor, I said, “I’ll text you,” and left for the checkout counter. 
 
    Oh my God, Annie’s here! 
 
    When I got back to my room, Natalie was gone. Nice. I had the place to myself. I tacked my class schedule I’d just printed out above my desk. Then I placed my books in my side of the bookcase. They didn’t even fill up half a shelf, although I did have two leather-bound hardcovers now. Creepy subjects, but the covers looked great. I decided to ask my aunt to mail last year’s books to me. Then I turned on my laptop and checked the Orientation schedule for our house. Dinner party at 5:00 PM. Nothing until then. 
 
    Gazing at the colored pencils scattered across my desk, I got an idea to draw pictures and place them on my empty bookshelves, to replace the hollow space with shapes and colors. As I set to work making a new drawing of Leotard Girl, I heard the wind whistling through the trees outside. I checked my backpack to make sure I’d brought the bottle of little blue pills that had saved my life freshman year. That wind sounded so much like the cries of ghosts. 
 
    After about half an hour, I got up to stretch my legs. Curiosity got the better of me and I wandered over to Natalie’s side. Oooops. How did that happen? 
 
    I decided to check out her books. What the heck could she be studying that she needed that many books at school? 
 
    I felt a bit shocked reading the titles. Many of them weren’t written for ghost whisperers. I pulled some off the shelves and paged through them. She had witchcraft books with actual spells. How did she ever get her hands on those? They were on strict lockdown in the bookstore. No one but witches with special permission were allowed to buy them. Natalie also had a bunch of faerie books and quite a few books filled with pictures and information on shapeshifters. Some of the volumes looked ancient, with yellowed pages and words handwritten in colorful ink. 
 
    I tried to remember the order in which I’d found the books. I put them back the best I could and retreated to my desk. Something didn’t add up. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    That night, every house had a special dinner and get-together for the students who lived there. 
 
    I wore my usual clothes: jeans and a T-shirt, and threw on the Ocean View hoodie I’d bought at the bookstore. My roommate changed out of her cool outfit into a fancier one: a dark green velour skirt suit with a white silk blouse, a string of pearls around her neck and low black heels. I figured it was just Natalie and her interest in fashion. Until I stepped out into the hallway. There was a huge variety in the clothing students had decided to wear. There were students dressed like me, thank God: girls wearing jeans, some with holes in the knees, spandex leggings, boots, sneakers. But other girls were wearing fancy dresses, even a few wearing ballroom-style gowns. What’s up with that? One group clearly didn’t get the memo about what the evening was all about. Knowing me, I was in that group. 
 
    Natalie and I followed the crowd down the magnificent stairwell, through the main lobby and into a hallway. Actually, I followed the crowd. Natalie seemed to know exactly where she was going. 
 
    When we entered the dining room, I stopped and stared. Fish out of water. I felt like a guppy on the floor after the cat had knocked over the fishbowl, flopping around, gasping for air. Natalie kept walking, so I lost her as a guide. 
 
    An upperclassman working the event asked my name, checked a list and brought me over to a table that had my name printed in gold on a blue place card, tiny white ghosts imprinted all along the edges. 
 
    The room was filled with long wooden tables. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Each place setting included a china plate with little blue ghosts painted around the rim, a crystal goblet and silverware engraved with ghosts. 
 
    After I sat down, I noticed students only occupied every other chair. That seemed odd. Not everyone had been seated yet, but there appeared to be a pattern to how everyone was being escorted into the room, with only every other chair being filled. Maybe it was an efficiency thing. The event was certainly organized, with no one tripping over anyone else or banging their chair into the person next to them. 
 
    Natalie was at a different table. I didn’t know anyone at mine. Maybe that was on purpose, to encourage mingling and getting to know each other. 
 
    Mostly everyone at my table had dressed casually: jeans, T-shirts, sweatshirt jackets. There were several girls in fancy dresses and one in a pantsuit nearby. A girl with half her head shaved, the other half-covered in dark brown hair that swooped down to a point near her chin, reached for the basket in front of her. After choosing a slice of bread dotted with colorful specks of fruit, she passed the container around. There were different types of bread and rolls. I decided to try the fruit bread. It was amazing! Ambrosia of the gods. I couldn’t wait for dinner. 
 
    The girl who’d started passing the basket around struck up conversation. “So, here we are, getting to see some of the inner workings of Ocean View.” 
 
    The girl two seats to her left picked up her spoon. Gazing at her reflected image, she ran her fingers through her bangs and long dark hair; then set the utensil back down. 
 
    The girl who’d started the conversation placed a hand on her chest, as though pointing herself out. “I’m Crystal, by the way. Crystal Duffy. I’m a junior. We should probably make introductions all around.” She took a bite of bread. She obviously didn’t plan to elaborate. 
 
    The girl who’d used the spoon as a mirror went next. “I’m Aaniya Vaughan. Sophomore. What do you mean, the inner workings?” 
 
    Crystal waved her hand, as though dismissing the question. “We ought to introduce ourselves before dinner starts.” 
 
    I felt a chill then, something cold and invisible passing over my elbow. I figured a door had been left open. Or I was getting sick. I still had my hoodie on and it wasn’t cold outside; I shouldn’t feel chilly. 
 
    I worked up the courage to introduce myself. After a brief internal battle, I volunteered my byline. “I’m Galactic Shade Griffin. I’m a sophomore this year. I’m from California. We moved from Roswell, right before school started. My family’s moved around quite a bit, but I think we’ll be staying in California for a while.” When I get nervous, I blabber too much. 
 
    The girl to my right said, “You have such an awesome name!” 
 
    I was getting used to that. I definitely felt at home at Ocean View. More times than not, people thought my name was cool. It used to be a trigger for bullies. I was finally able to say, “Thanks,” rather than turning a million shades of red. And no one seemed annoyed by my inane blathering. 
 
    Turning back to the group, the girl who’d complimented my name offered her own. “I’m Mila Zhirinovsky. I’m also a sophomore. My parents are from Russia. I’m from New Jersey.” She laughed. She had long, luxuriously shiny dark hair and brown eyes, the tattoo of a teardrop on her right cheekbone. After introducing herself, she grabbed a roll and concentrated on buttering it. 
 
    On the other side of me, a girl in a white lace dress that looked great with her short red hair and green eyes said, “I’m Ciara O’Shea. I’m a junior.” She glanced over at Mila. “I’m from New Jersey, too…originally. We live in Arizona now.” 
 
    They chatted a bit about New Jersey. I felt awkward turning my head from side to side to follow their conversation, so I took the opportunity to grab a blueberry muffin from the basket. Wow. Where did they get those blueberries? Tasted like something enhanced by a witch’s spell. Best muffins ever. Turns out that Mila and Ciara had lived about ten miles from each other for a while, although their paths had never crossed. 
 
    When the conversation dissolved into silence, the girl to the right of Crystal spoke up. She had smooth black skin, brown eyes and dark brown hair drawn up into a ponytail. She was wearing a flowered dress with a short puffy skirt. “Hi.” She gave a short wave. “I’m Evelyn Caldwell. Junior this year. Just call me Evie.” 
 
    Before any real conversation took place, a band started playing catchy dance music. I hadn’t even noticed there were musicians in the room. 
 
    Crystal leaned in closer to the table. “Inner workings, here we go…” I couldn’t tell what I detected in her voice. Sarcasm? Boredom? A warning to the rest of us? There certainly wasn’t any excitement there. 
 
    In time to the beat, a procession of waiters came dance-walking through the double doors of the kitchen into the dining room, all wearing white gloves and carrying plates covered with domed silver lids. 
 
    They formed lines, one waiter behind each student and each empty seat. Then, at the exact same moment with choreographed precision, each waiter swept their plate onto the plate already on the table in front of them, lifted the silver cover and dance-walked back into the kitchen. 
 
    Loud applause erupted from the room. Thunderous clapping. Stomping of feet. “Woo-Hoo!” A few loud whistles. I tried to join in. I clapped until my hands hurt. 
 
    The bottom plates were extra-large, so the rim with the blue ghosts encircled the smaller plate containing food. That was a nice touch. We’d been served roast beef with mashed potatoes and carrots. 
 
    I wondered why every other seat was empty, yet still had a plate set down in front of it. Had that many students failed to show up? We were supposed to be there. As I looked at the plates to my left and right, I discovered nothing but holograms of food on them. Checking out the other empty places nearby, I saw the same thing. Weird. It was like the videos I’d seen of the Haunted Mansion at Disney World. Why would they ever do that at Ocean View? It was like a cheap parlor trick standing in for the real nature of the Ghost Whisperers House. 
 
    As I lifted my fork and knife to cut off a piece of roast beef, I heard a couple of screams amidst a chorus of “Oooooo!” The chorus rising from the room had a tone of awe. 
 
    Turning around to see what the fuss was all about, I saw a line of ghosts passing through the main door to the dining room. Each ghost took an empty seat. There were a lot of empty seats and a lot of ghosts. 
 
    My heart started pounding out of control. I had no idea what I was looking at. Were we being attacked? Was this expected? A group of administrators at the head table had big smiles on their faces. 
 
    Struck by terror and a complete lack of comprehension over what I was seeing, I remained speechless. Ghost got your tongue? Yup, and having no words was highly unusual for me. 
 
    I stared as a group of ghosts floated over to our table and sat down. Well, maybe not sat, exactly. It was more like they hovered over their chairs in a seated position. 
 
    I felt so panicked, my mouth went completely dry. I couldn’t swallow. My muscles tensed up so badly, I could hardly turn my head from side to side to view the ghosts surrounding me. Out of the corner of my eye, I noted that the ghost to my right seemed to be a girl about my age and the ghost to my left seemed to be a woman around the age of Brandon’s grandmother. 
 
    Something cold and lighter than air brushed against my hand. A ghost had actually touched me, I was sure of it. I’d seen many ghosts and been friends with Brandon and his family, but I’d never seen this many spirits all at once and I had no idea what they were up to. I was seriously freaked out. 
 
    From across the table, I heard the voice of an older woman. “What’s the matter, Shade? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” This was followed by booming laughter. 
 
    I looked up quickly. Across the table from me was the ghost of a heavyset woman around sixty or seventy years old wearing an opaque flowered dress with a string of pearls. Her eyes were green, which reminded me of Brandon: a person made of clouds with bright green eyes. 
 
    Gently placing her hand on the old woman’s arm, Crystal looked directly at me. “This is Mrs. Hampton…Mrs. Charlotte Hampton. She went to Ocean View…” Looking at the woman, she asked, “In the 1960s?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes, dear. I graduated in ’64.” 
 
    Looking at me once again, Crystal continued. “She’s quite the character. She attends our Day of the Dead Homecoming every year. One of our most loyal supporters.” 
 
    Leaning forward against the table to peer around the ghost between us, Ciara added her two cents to Things Shade Doesn’t Know. “She is, definitely. All the cool furniture you have in your room? Courtesy of Mrs. Hampton.” 
 
    Ghost let go of my tongue. “My furniture?” Hmmm, she could have saved a lot of money by buying me a smaller set of bookshelves. 
 
    Ciara laughed. “All of our furniture. In her will, she donated a lot of money to the Ghost Whisperers House for girls. The administrators used some of the interest this year to completely refurnish our house. You’ll be the first person to ever sleep in your bed.” 
 
    Looking at Ciara, Crystal said, “I’m so excited. We have those faerie-designed curtains around our beds now.” 
 
    Evie joined the conversation. “Faerie-designed? How is that a good thing?” 
 
    Crystal leaned back with a haughty look on her face, the hair on half her head swinging back and forth, the end point moving across her chin like a pendulum. “By trusted faeries. They’ve all been vetted and approved by the administration for our house. You know that.” 
 
    Evie picked up her fork and stabbed a piece of meat. “There’s no such thing as a trustworthy faerie. I expect those curtains to give me freakish nightmares from which there will be no escape.” 
 
    I shivered. Literally. Goose bumps covered my arms and for a second, my entire body shook. I’m such a disaster. I was trying to hide my emotions while I grappled with some rather startling new information, but my body gave me away. 
 
    Air cold as ice and thick as clouds swept over me, as Mrs. Hampton reached across the table and patted my hand. “Don’t worry, dear. I made sure those curtains would be safe. The faeries designed them to block out the cries of ghosts while you sleep…” 
 
    The ghost of a middle-aged woman on the other side of Crystal voiced her opinion. “I’m still not sure how I feel about that. If a ghost is in serious trouble, they need to be able to contact a ghost whisperer. Not the next day, but right then when they need the help…” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton interrupted her with a forceful tone in her voice. “No one needs help immediately at any specific time after they’re dead, Rita. Time acts all funny after death. Plus the kind of help we’d ever need doesn’t require an immediate solution. It’s not like it’s ever going to be a matter of life and death.” She laughed. Gallows humor, for sure. 
 
    Rita wasn’t convinced. “Doctors answer emergencies twenty-four hours a day. So do ambulance workers. It should be the same with ghost whisperers. They’re professionals, after all, especially following graduation from a place like Ocean View. They’ll have professional training. Which reminds me: I want to begin pushing the Ocean View administration to offer more official credentials, the kind that would be recognized by police organizations.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton gave a hearty laugh. “You can’t be serious, Rita. Some police organizations use psychics now. It took years for that to happen. Ghost whisperers? Not so much, not unless they pretend to be psychics. If one of our graduates walked into a police station with a piece of paper saying they were professionals certified in the art of communicating with ghosts, I’m pretty sure they’d get laughed out of the station.” 
 
    Rita closed her eyes—brown eyes in a foggy face—and shook her head. “Over the years, the credentials would come to be recognized. I’m sure of it. In the meantime, ghost whisperers should act like medical professionals and be on call twenty-four hours a day. They need to prove they’re equal.” 
 
    The ghost on my right, the one who looked about my age, spoke up while holding a crystal glass filled with some kind of pink bubbly drink in her hand. “No one’s on call twenty-four hours a day anymore. Everyone has answering services these days. Hospital interns might be on call that many hours; but once those internship years are over, answering service it is. And doctors take turns being the one available to the answering service. You can’t always get your own doctor after hours.” She took a sip from her glass. Thinking about Brandon’s little brother and the hot chocolate, I wondered if the sip was just pretend. She picked up her fork and knife and cut into one of the holograms in front of her. For a split second, the hologram was replaced by the clear image of roast beef. Steam rose from her plate. 
 
    Curiosity got the better of me. I blurted out my confusion. “What’s that on your plate? It looks very different from mine.” 
 
    She answered as though I should already know. “Ghost food…” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton smiled at me. “You’re a sophomore, dear, is that correct?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Lifting the crystal glass in front of her, Mrs. Hampton took a quick sip of the pink bubbly liquid all the ghosts around us had been served. “This food is the kind that ghosts can eat. It doesn’t require digestion. It just gets absorbed by our spirit bodies.” 
 
    With widened eyes, as though trying to appear open to new ideas while masking her true feelings with reflective saucers, Aaniya asked, “Does it give you energy?” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton sighed. “Sadly, no. It simply allows us to eat with those who are still alive and to actually taste the food.” 
 
    Rita commented, “That tasting part is fantastic. I never knew how much I missed eating socially and actually tasting food until this stuff came along. Plus, it doesn’t just drop through our bodies. That part was so embarrassing, let me tell you!” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton laughed. “So true! This new stuff gets absorbed. Makes me feel human again when I’m with living people.” 
 
    Waving her fork in Aaniya’s direction as though pointing, Ciara chimed in. “It really is a cool invention. You’ll learn all about this in your classes, at some point. I’m a junior this year. I learned about it last year.” 
 
    Evie nodded. “Yup. Sophomore year for me, too, second semester. Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations. Great class!” 
 
    The ghost of the young girl next to me said, “I was here the year that Tara Middleton invented that.” A smile flitted across her face, the memory like summer breeze blowing the clouds from across the sun. “I’m Mandy McPherson…Or what’s left of her, anyway.” Her lower lip trembled for a brief moment; then the sun returned. “It was awesome.” 
 
    Evie said, “Wasn’t that what brought about the idea for Day of the Dead Homecoming?” 
 
    Mandy clapped her hands together, although no sound resulted. “Yes! You know that! From your class, I’m guessing.” 
 
    Evie got a faraway look on her face, as though searching her memory for stored facts. “Yes. The food was invented in 1978. The first Day of the Dead Homecoming was in 1985, right here in the girls’ Ghost Whisperers House. The Ghost Whisperers House for boys adopted the celebration in 1990. The other houses followed suit in 1992.” 
 
    Mandy rolled her eyes. “Took them long enough. We’re much more cordial over here.” 
 
    Ahhhh. Of course. That explained the two shapeshifter houses. One must be for girls; the other for guys. Nothing magical. Just non-coed housing. Every magical ability probably had the same arrangement. Rather traditional, if you ask me. Powerful magic might sound New Agey, but I was getting the impression more and more that it was old-fashioned and traditional. 
 
    Crystal said, “I love Day of the Dead Homecoming. It’s wonderful to have people who have passed on come here to visit us.” 
 
    I thought about Brandon and his family. Brandon had lived from 1959 to 1975. That meant he’d died three years before the ghost food had been invented. I wondered if he knew about it. Was news like that officially announced within the ghost world, or might it simply spread by word of mouth and either you heard about it or you didn’t? 
 
    After swallowing a bite of the most delicious roast beef I’d ever tasted…Seriously, was this roast beef? It tasted more like steak with ambrosia seasoning…I turned to Mandy. “Which ghosts are invited to the Day of the Dead Homecomings? Are you all Ocean View alumni?” 
 
    Mandy rested her fork on her plate. “No, not at all. Students also invite family members and friends who have passed on. The invitations need to get approved by the campus administrators and the administrators of a student’s house, that’s all.” 
 
    The ghost of the elderly woman on my other side said, “And there’s a reason for that.” Looking across the table at Mrs. Hampton, she asked, “Do you remember the year a student invited that ghost…oh, God, what was his name?” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton dropped her usual smile, replacing it with a look of consternation. “I know exactly who you mean. The ghost of Quentin Dumont. That student, Iris…I forget her last name…” 
 
    The elderly ghost seated next to me added, “Bridges.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton said, “Yes! Bridges, that’s it. Iris Bridges gets it into her head to summon a ghost she’d read about in some book no one in the administration had ever heard about and invite him to a Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner, just like this one. Turns out in addition to being quite the ladies’ man during his lifetime, he’d also been an arsonist. Practically burned the male Shapeshifters House down to the ground shortly after dessert in this very house.” 
 
    Rita added, “I never understood why he targeted the Shapeshifters House or why he left this one alone. Weird. I wonder what happened to Iris after she got expelled.” 
 
    Mandy knew the answer. “She ended up in a mental institution. Ocean View really should have kept her here. Given her some kind of warning or even some kind of punishment, but kept her here and trained her. She was an incredibly gifted ghost whisperer.” 
 
    Fear blasted through me like a shard of ice. “Did the cries of ghosts drive her mad?” 
 
    Mandy looked a bit shocked by my question. “No, not at all. It was more from everyone around her in the world outside Ocean View refusing to believe she wasn’t hallucinating when she tried to talk to them about her ghost whispering experiences. She never really got to know who she was or the true nature of her gifts. I mean, she realized she was hearing ghosts. She knew she was a ghost whisperer from her instruction here at Ocean View; but once she got kicked out of the college, she lost her way. Eventually, she started believing she was a freak. She started believing that at least some of the voices she heard were psychotic hallucinations. Eventually, she agreed with the common consensus of those around her that she had lost her mind. She went downhill from there.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton shook her head. “She was a very sensitive young woman.” 
 
    Mandy said, “Yeah. They definitely should have kept her here. She needed to be surrounded by people like herself. She wouldn’t have felt so lost here at Ocean View. I’m sure she would have graduated with top honors and gone on to become one of our greatest minds following graduation.” 
 
    Rita pursed her lips. “Rules are rules. Especially with magical powers, you can’t allow chaos.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton and Mandy both looked like they were going to say something when the sound of tinkling bells floated through the room. 
 
    The doors to the kitchen burst open. Once again, a procession of waiters entered the dining room. I took a closer look at them. They were all wearing turquoise jackets with gold braided trim, black pants, black shoes and white gloves. Initially, I’d thought there were only male waiters because that’s who we’d had at our table; but I noticed now that there were female waiters as well. This time, they were carrying small silver trays covered with matching lids. 
 
    The band struck up another lively tune, this one accentuated by kettle drums. Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! The waiters adjusted their steps to dance in time to the music. As they stopped behind their assigned seats, the lights in the room went out. Lots of gasps and the drawing in of breath from the students. As the waiters placed their trays on the table in front of them and lifted the domed lids, glittering confections illuminated the tables with eerie light. The desserts gave off brilliant stars as bright as sparklers. 
 
    The bowl on the tray in front of me matched the larger dinner plates: it had miniature ghosts flying around the edge. I took a closer look at the dessert. It definitely wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen before. I’d seen sparklers on birthday cakes and ice cream topped with sauce containing alcohol that had been set on fire, but this was different. It was as though the dessert was lit by tiny explosions of sparklers inside the dessert rather than by flames on top. And something was making the ghosts appear to move around the bowl. It reminded me of a cross between coffee cups like the one I’d bought at the campus bookstore where hot liquid makes new images appear on the outside and the angel Christmas candle carousels that Kai had purchased for her mom and aunt to enjoy during their visits back from the afterlife, where the angels move as candles heat the air beneath them. Although these ghosts were somehow rising above the surface of the bowl and then landing back down again, flying along the rim. Holograms. I decided they must be some kind of hologram. 
 
    I sat there staring at the awesome display, waiting for the flashes to die down. The main dessert was a beautiful lavender custard with dollops of whipped cream and tiny purple flowers on top. 
 
    Ciara said, “For those of you who’ve never had this before: you better eat up. Half the fun of this dessert is swallowing the stars.” 
 
    I looked around. Apparently, all the sophomores at our table had been staring at their desserts. Yokels here at magic school, all of us. 
 
    Mila said, “We can eat those? I don’t want to get burned.” 
 
    Ciara scooped a large spoonful of lavender custard dotted with whipped cream and shimmering with stars out of her bowl. “Oh, of course you can eat it. Don’t worry. It’s all an illusion. Brought to you by faerie magic.” She placed the dessert in her mouth and swallowed. “Oh, my God! That is simply amazing!” Pointing her spoon at me, she said, “Go on. Try it. You won’t be disappointed.” 
 
    My body went rigid with fear. Brought to you by faerie magic? I’d seen what those creeps could do when they beat up Apple. I didn’t trust them not to blind us with hypnotizing sparkles, then poison us. 
 
    Looking around the table, I noticed that the ghosts had phantom blue replicas of our dessert. Blue sparks were jumping all over the surface. Mrs. Hampton took a bite and closed her eyes in happiness. For a split second after she’d plunged her spoon into the custard, her dessert had appeared identical to mine. 
 
    Crystal had eaten half her custard already. She was getting ready to take another bite when she noticed that none of the sophomores had leapt into the abyss of the unknown. “Seriously, you guys need to try this. You’re going to be served a whole lot more faerie-inspired foods while you’re here.” 
 
    Having finished her dessert, Mrs. Hampton set her spoon down on the table. “I realize there’s a lot of fear surrounding the faeries these days. They’re very powerful beings and at times they’ve abused their power. It’s important not to forget all the wonderful things they’ve done for this school…” 
 
    I looked at Evie. She was eating her dessert. Slowly and with less enthusiasm than Crystal or Ciara, but she was eating it. Despite her distrust of faeries, she seemed to feel the dessert was safe. 
 
    I picked up my spoon and dug in. Oh. My. God. I can’t even begin to describe the level of deliciousness in that concoction. And the sparkles…It was like swallowing stars, as Ciara had said, and the stars were made of your favorite food to the billionth power. People who say college food is terrible have never been to Ocean View. 
 
    While I became totally absorbed in tasting the intricacies of the dessert in every spoonful I took, trying to savor each unique aspect of it, Rita replied to Mrs. Hampton. “If you ask me, the faeries were able to do much more back in the day before their political power was diminished.” 
 
    The elderly ghost to my left jumped as soon as Rita completed her statement. “Those were horrible days for lots of people. The faeries may have accomplished lots of great things, but then so did the Egyptians with their pyramid-building. The pyramids are impressive, but the treatment of slaves who built them was horrible.” 
 
    Rita lifted her chin in defiance. “The modern era’s no different. People slave away in Third World countries making clothes and sneakers and electronic devices for people in the First World, and no one complains about that. Those electronic gadgets are marvels of invention. But they’re made by poor people who need jobs and are happy to work even under rough factory conditions. They’re thankful that corporations decided to build factories in their country, rather than keeping them within First World territory. This all establishes a world order that makes sense. The faeries established and maintained order here at Ocean View and we were all better off for it.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton said, “Well, this conversation has taken a strange turn. I simply said that the faeries have done a lot of wonderful things for this school, so there’s no need to fear them all. I was not endorsing their initial reign of power. Things are better these days; just ask the merpeople and selkies.” 
 
    Rita made a Tsssk sound and rolled her eyes. I made up my mind in that moment that I did not like Rita. I hoped to God she’d never need my help. 
 
    After dessert, there was music from the band that had ushered in the waiters. Orders were taken for coffee, tea, hot chocolate and cold drinks. I ordered hot chocolate in memory of Brandon and his little brother enjoying Gabriella’s fancifully decorated version. This time, it was served with whipped cream piled high as Gabriella’s marshmallow dragons, although the creamy topping shimmered with sparkles like newly fallen snow on a ski slope. 
 
    The elderly ghost woman seated next to me engaged me in conversation, perhaps to avoid speaking to Rita. “I should introduce myself. I’m Grace Ballard. I’m an Ocean View alumnus. I loved my time here. I come back every year now. I was a ghost whisperer. Now, I’m a ghost.” She shrugged her shoulders in the way that old people sometimes do in accepting difficult life situations that can’t be changed. What’s that expression? Nothing can be certain but death and taxes, or something like that. Grace had to either accept death or rail against it for all eternity. That would certainly be exhausting. 
 
    I found myself feeling uncomfortable and at the same loss of words I experience when old people talk about dying. I always want to tell them they’ll be fine, to deny how they feel and assure them they won’t die, even though chances are they know better than me where they are on their own timeline from birth to the grave. But here I was confronted by a woman who had actually died. I had to accept her reality. Nothing else made sense. 
 
    I asked the first question that popped into my brain. “How did things change for you…on the other side? Do you have any special abilities with ghosts in the afterlife like we have here?” 
 
    I wanted to die after asking that question. I worried I sounded insensitive. 
 
    Grace didn’t take it that way. She was dead; she knew it. She was open to discussing the reality within which she lived. (I use the word “lived” here rather loosely.) “I think I’m more of an empath on the other side. I’m fairly attuned to figuring out how to find other ghosts, as well as sensing where they’re at in their progression into the afterlife, but that’s about it.” 
 
    Oh my God, she could find ghosts? I had so many questions. “I first started taking my ghost whispering abilities seriously when my mom moved us into an old house that had a ghost living in the attic. We became friends. He helped me…a lot. I helped him, too, to accomplish things he needed to do in order to move on into the afterlife. I miss him and wish I could contact him. Would you know how to locate him?” 
 
    Grace shook her head. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t work like that. I can find people I know personally who passed on, but I can’t do that for the living.” 
 
    I took a sip of hot chocolate. “When did you go to Ocean View?” 
 
    “From 1914 to 1918. Basically, all through World War I. Ocean View was one of the safest places to be back then.” Grace dropped her voice down low. “The faeries placed all kinds of glamouring over our island and kept us safe. For that, I’m eternally grateful.” 
 
    For some reason, I hadn’t thought about the school carrying on during wartime. “How old is Ocean View?” 
 
    Grace tapped her fingers on the table. There was no sound, just nervous motion. “It’s been around in one form or another since ancient times. You’ll learn about this eventually in your history classes. The faeries founded the school.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding. My freshman suitemate, Li Zhang, who was half-blood faerie, had told me about that. 
 
    Grace continued. “Before there were any buildings here, there were faerie rings and rock portals where the faeries stepped through to get to Earth. They taught themselves how to survive here. They’re seriously allergic to metal, for instance. They taught each other how to avoid it. Those were the first classes, you could say.” 
 
    I had many more questions racing around my mind, but no time to ask them. 
 
    A woman dressed in a business suit, gray hair tied back in a bun, grabbed a microphone on a stage at the far end of the room and made an announcement that the Day of the Dead Homecoming was over. 
 
    The ghosts said goodbye to those around them, then popped into invisibility, leaving nothing but empty chairs behind. 
 
    On the way back to my room, I texted Kai and Annie about getting together. Kai was free any time that night, but Annie couldn’t get together until her Orientation activities were over. Being a freshman, she had Orientation for both the college and her dorm. I thought back to my own freshman year with fondness. There was so much I hadn’t known back then. I’d known nothing of the Day of the Dead Homecomings. I hadn’t even known about all the individual houses on campus. I only learned about the pure-blood faerie compound through Li Zhang. I didn’t know anybody but Kai when I first came to Ocean View, so I had no idea that upperclassmen were experiencing the kinds of things I had at dinner that night. It was like a veil had been lifted from certain parts of the school. I sensed there was a whole lot more hidden underneath that veil. I wondered if I’d ever get to see all of it. 
 
    Natalie never came back to the room, so I spent my time looking through the extra books I’d picked up at the bookstore: Famous Ghosts that Walk the Grounds of Ocean View College and The Catacombs of Ocean View College. They didn’t seem so frightening now. I’d met a few ghosts that were part of the college community and they were actually very nice. Well, except for Rita; but she wasn’t any worse than a lot of living people. I started to become curious about the catacombs and decided I wanted to see them sometime. 
 
    At 10:00 that night, Annie finally texted me and Kai: i’m free now. want 2 get 2gether? 
 
    Kai replied first: did you try an empath escape drink on the train? 
 
    Annie: no. decided 2 stick with normal drinks. 
 
    Kai: *surprise face emoji* oh, no. u oughta try one. wanna do that 2night? 
 
    Annie: sure ok 
 
    Me: why don’t we all meet over at annie’s dorm, then go 2 a café on campus? 
 
    Annie: sounds good 
 
    Kai: ’k 
 
    We’d agreed to introduce Annie to the escape drinks; but for the first time in forever, I wasn’t sure I wanted to tune out the ghosts. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Annie was in a different dorm that I’d been in freshman year. Her dorm was toward the middle of campus, rather than on the cliff overlooking the ocean. I felt incredibly lucky I’d had that location. It was awesome, having an ocean view from our deck and the sound of waves crashing against the shore twenty-four hours a day. 
 
    Annie’s dorm was the same type of structure, however, and the suites were identical to the one I’d been in. Like most of the buildings on campus, her dorm looked like an old stone castle. Ours had been covered in ivy; the outer walls of Annie’s were bare. Rose bushes ran along the front of her building in a wild variety of colors: yellow, orange, red and several shades of pink. They looked great against the stone walls. 
 
    I texted Annie when I got there. She told me to come up to the second floor using the stairs to the left of the main entrance; she’d meet me at the top of the stairwell. Kai was already there. 
 
    The dorm was alive with people. Students were coming and going through the front doors and running up and down the stairs. As I made my way up to the second floor, I got bumped on the arm so many times, I started feeling annoyed. 
 
    I brightened up when I saw Annie. She gave me a hug, then led me down the hallway to her suite. 
 
    The floor was filled with students chatting and laughing. When we entered Annie’s suite, I saw a group of students huddled together in the kitchen. The lights were off. Several students turned around, stared at us, then went back to what they were doing. Which turned out to be creating fireballs in the palms of their hands and tossing them at each other. It was, apparently, a magical game of catch. The person to whom the fireball had been lobbed had to catch it and extinguish it and then hurl their own flaming creation at someone else. 
 
    The fireballs were mesmerizing. Flashes of green and blue fire illuminating the darkness. Whiiiizzzzz. Whiiiizzzzz. Laughter. Whiiiizzzzz. 
 
    You could hear the flaming orbs flying through the air like tiny comets. You could see their brilliant colors and the fiery trails that feathered out behind them. 
 
    Annie wasn’t interested in any of it. She made a beeline for her room. I trailed behind. 
 
    Kai was seated on Annie’s bed. There was another girl sitting at a desk, wearing headphones and doing something on her computer. She had her back turned to us. Everything about Annie’s room was the same as mine had been freshman year, right down to the same blue comforters decorated in shiny silver stars. There was even an outdoor deck. I pointed to it. “What kind of view do you have?” 
 
    Annie said, “You wanna see? It’s nice.” It turned out the back of her dorm faced a forest. This time of night, you could hear owls out there in the darkness. Fireflies…at least I guessed they were fireflies; I suppose it’s possible they were faeries…flickered throughout the tree branches. 
 
    When we came back in, Annie threw on a sweatshirt jacket and zipped it up. “OK, let’s go.” 
 
    After working our way through throngs of students, we finally made it outside. 
 
    Kai smiled. “Looks like you have a friendly dorm, Annie.” 
 
    Annie turned to look at her. “Where’d you get that idea?” 
 
    Kai replied, “Everyone’s out milling about, socializing.” 
 
    Annie rolled her eyes. “Yeah, in cliques. Do you know I’m the only empath in my entire suite? My roommate’s a shifter. I tried to be friendly, told her I thought shifters were cool. Told her I’d seen both shapeshifters and skinwalkers in action. Do you know what she said? ‘That’s nice.’ Totally dismissed me. And those kids in the kitchen throwing fireballs? They think they’re God’s gift to the Earth. Their families all belong to the same coven or something, so they bonded in like an instant and now they don’t care about anyone else. I’m so glad you guys are here!” 
 
    That was very different than the experience Kai and I had had in our freshman dorm. I’d become good friends with Apple and had lots of happy times with my suitemates. I promised myself I’d look out for Annie and keep in touch with her, no matter how busy sophomore year became. 
 
    We decided to go to the Shade Shack, a café I’d been avoiding since coming to Ocean View because…awkward…it had my name. Shade meant ghost in this case, however. There were a bunch of themed cafés on campus: Witches’ Cauldron, Shifter Shack, Faerie Portal. So ridiculous. You might expect that a campus full of powerful magic would wrap itself in seriousness, avoiding amusement park caliber entertainment at all costs…but, nope, Ocean View had it all. 
 
    Kai insisted we go there. Annie agreed. They begged and cajoled until I finally gave in. Life was strange. My mom had named me Shade. Turns out I was a ghost whisperer. Shade means ghost, although that has nothing at all to do with the reason my mom gave me that name. And here I was, going to the Shade Shack at magic school. 
 
    Kai opened the door and held it while Annie and I stepped inside. It was like any other campus café at the beginning of the school year: crowded and noisy, with waiters and waitresses holding trays up high as they navigated their way through throngs of students. 
 
    Kai stepped up to the check-in desk. A guy about our age grabbed three menus and ushered us to a table in the back. From the looks of things, it was the last empty table. 
 
    We opened the menus. The café had all the same drinks that are served on the train. 
 
    Oh, what the hell? When in Rome, or Ocean View… For the first time ever, I ordered Super Spirit, which is the Pure Spirits drink with alcohol added. Go big or go home, right? 
 
    Since she’d talked Annie into trying Empath Escape, Kai ordered one of those as well. We all ordered cheeseburgers and fries. 
 
    As I sipped my drink, a part of my brain went quiet. It’s hard to explain what Pure Spirits or the little blue pills do for me. It’s like I always hear background noise. Sometimes the cries of ghosts rise out of that noise, like someone shouting in a noisy room. The drink and the pills block all that out, giving me a moment of peace. And this time I had the spiked version of the drink, for that extra Zen kick. 
 
    As we chatted about Ocean View, with Annie asking lots of questions and Kai and me asking about her experiences so far, a couple of drunk guys came wandering over to our table. 
 
    Now, I’m not exactly sure about the precise details of what happened because I was, by then, on my third Super Spirit. The ghosts had long gone quiet, along with quite a few of the higher functioning parts of my brain. The edges of people had a kind of fuzzy glow. But I remember the important details, all corroborated by Kai and Annie in our long talks afterward. 
 
    One guy was big and muscular, like a football player. The other was tall and thin and had a bushy beard. He reminded me of a popular musician, although I couldn’t remember which one with the murky soup that was my brain at that particular moment. 
 
    Mr. Rock Star spoke first. “Heeey, laaadies. How you all doin’ tonight?” 
 
    Annie visibly cringed. She pulled her jacket more tightly around her, crossed her arms and took another sip of Empath Escape. At least that would dull her natural ability to pick up on everything those guys were feeling. It was obvious they were feeling things none of us wanted to know about. 
 
    Kai tried to dismiss them. “We’re doing great. We’re just trying to catch up with each other after the summer, OK?” 
 
    Rather than take a hint, Mr. Bushy Beard took offense. “Well, now, why don’ you let ush cashh up wid you, too?” 
 
    Oh, man, he was slurring his words. He was obviously drunk. 
 
    Kai tried ignoring him. She asked if she could have one of my fries. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Kai grabbed a fry off my plate, dipped it in ketchup and shoved it into her mouth. 
 
    Mr. Football Player placed his hands on our table, leaned forward…and started sniffing the air around Kai. “I smell a shifter. What kind of shifter are you, sweetie?” 
 
    The look in Kai’s eyes…I don’t know if it was anger or fear or the flicker of memories she didn’t want to remember. She’d lost her shifter mom and aunt and left the shapeshifter community behind in Roswell. Her wounds were still raw. This guy was clawing at them like a lion ripping open the side of a zebra, exposing all the blood and guts beneath the protective hide. 
 
    Kai stared at him with eyes so wild, he probably felt certain he’d correctly identified her magical ability. With a shaky but firm voice, Kai said, “I’m not a shifter. Please leave us alone, OK?” 
 
    The guy leaned even closer and took a sniff. “Tiger shifter. Am I right?” 
 
    Kai lost control. She grabbed her plate and threw it against the wall, shattering it into an explosion of shards and porcelain dust. 
 
    That brought a couple of waiters running. 
 
    As they approached the guys who’d been harassing us, Mr. Rock Star shifted into a lion and Mr. Football Player shifted into a bear. 
 
    All hell broke loose. Witches started hurling fireballs at them. The waiters raised their arms and cast some kind of spell that froze the shifters in place. We tossed more than enough money on the table to cover the price of our food, then rushed out of the café. 
 
    When we got outside, I noticed that Annie had turned pale as snow. I put my arm around her. “Don’t worry, Annie. Things aren’t usually like that.” Those guys had obviously triggered Annie’s PTSD, while opening Kai’s old wounds. I hated people like that. 
 
    We walked Annie back to her dorm. We hugged each other; then Kai and I headed back to our houses. 
 
    So far, the difference between my freshman and sophomore years felt like I’d leveled up inside some weird new virtual reality game in which I only knew a limited number of rules. 
 
    Back in my room, I closed the lace curtains with their faerie protections against ghost cries, hoping to God nightmares wouldn’t spring from the fabric to invade my mind. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    Between the Super Spirits and the faerie-enchanted curtains, not to mention what turned out to be the most comfortable mattress I’d ever owned, I slept peacefully and woke up totally refreshed. I didn’t expect that, since I’d thought the alcohol would kick my butt; but there I was wide awake and feeling right as rain. 
 
    I logged into my laptop to check the day’s schedule. It looked like I had the entire day free with an Orientation event for our house scheduled that night. Referred to as Lessons from the Ghost within the Tree, it had something to do with the tree right outside my window. Oh, great. I lucked out on getting a room at the end of the hall, only to have a ghost inhabiting the tree on the other side of the wall. I’m not sure I could even differentiate between wind whistling through its branches and a ghost crying for help. Well, at least I wasn’t the only ghost whisperer around. That spirit had an entire house to answer its calls. 
 
    I heard Natalie rustling her quilt, then get up and go into the bathroom. When she pulled out her desk chair and started flipping through pages of a book, I walked over to her side of the room. “Hey, how are you doing? Looks like we have a pretty empty day, nothing scheduled until tonight.” 
 
    Natalie turned around and smiled. She was wearing the cutest set of pajamas, black stretchy material decorated with a profusion of red roses. She had her hair pulled back into a ponytail and no makeup on. She was flipping through one of her leather-bound hardcovers, one with golden-edged pages and colorful artwork among the hand-inked words. 
 
    I asked the first thing that came to mind. “So, what are you reading?” 
 
    “Just looking through material on the ghost we’re encountering tonight.” 
 
    Oh, great. We are going to make contact. I guess Pure Spirits and little blue pills would be frowned upon. I kept those thoughts to myself. “How do you know that—that we’ll be meeting the ghost, I mean?” 
 
    Natalie closed her book. It was so thick, the weight of one side landing on the other made a thump sound. She stared at me, as though sizing me up. “My family’s been going to this school for generations. I know what to expect.” 
 
    I thought about Li Zhang and her half-sister who was pure-blood faerie. I wondered if Li had older family members who’d trained at Ocean View. “Did your parents go here?” I couldn’t even imagine coming from a family in which you had that much in common with them. 
 
    Natalie pulled the tie from her ponytail and shook her hair loose. “My parents and grandparents, my great-grandparents and my great-great-grandparents. I also have a few cousins here right now. We’re pretty much a fixture at Ocean View. Great-granddaddy paid to have one of the buildings in the faerie compound built. It even has his name on it: Zamora Hall. It cost him a small fortune, with the materials the faeries require: marble and crystal and all that other expensive non-metal stuff.” 
 
    I sat down on Natalie’s bed. “Wait. He built one of the faerie buildings? Why? Why build that instead of something for the ghost whisperers?” 
 
    Natalie’s eyelids fluttered for a second, like she couldn’t decide between closing them or maintaining eye contact. “Because he hated the merpeople and selkies that much. He wanted the faeries to bring in more students, to strengthen their power here.” 
 
    Thinking about Apple and the half-human half-merfolk twins, Delmara and Dylan, I felt angry. I wondered how they were doing and decided I should check on them soon. “I get the impression there’s a lot of animosity among the magical races here.” 
 
    Natalie shook her head. “It’s not that intense among all the races, mostly just between those from the land and those from the sea.” 
 
    “Just between those from the land and those from the sea? That rivalry has resulted in an awful lot of violence.” I thought back to the horrible scene and putrid smell, the discarded merpeople fins at the canning facility I’d discovered last year. I thought of Nereida, the twins’ mother, how she’d died in childbirth and how, in revenge, her people had sunk the ship on which their human father sailed. I also thought about how Apple’s selkie skin had been destroyed by campus bullies and how she’d been attacked by faeries. 
 
    Natalie said, “I agree with you. My great-granddad is old school. His generation is racist, there’s no doubt about it. My grandparents aren’t much better. My family was seriously affected by the War Between Land and Sea. We lost a lot of people. It made them bitter. Personally, I think it was a mistake to give the faeries any more power than they naturally have. They can be dangerous.” 
 
    Natalie couldn’t be blamed for her family’s behavior. If that was true, I could be held responsible for everything my mother had ever done. It sounded like Natalie agreed with me on the major issues between land and sea people at Ocean View, and that was enough. I decided to change the subject. “Hey, can I show you something?” 
 
    A look of surprise flickered across Natalie’s face. I got the impression she’d been expecting an argument. “Sure.” 
 
    I went over to my bookshelves and grabbed The Catacombs of Ocean View College. I handed it to Natalie. “What do you know about this? Are these real? I mean, the book has a lot of photos. But are the catacombs still here on campus?” 
 
    Natalie took the book and leafed through it. She didn’t look the least bit concerned. “Yup. These are real and they’re still here. It’d be a sacrilege to destroy catacombs, don’t you think? And, getting back to our previous topic of conversation, they’re highly segregated. You’d never bury a faerie with a witch, for instance.” 
 
    “What about when a faerie is married to a witch? They can’t be buried together?” 
 
    Natalie laughed. “That’s what the off-grounds cemeteries are for, my dear.” I detected a note of sarcasm in the breezy way in which she replied. For Natalie, this was old news about the world as she knew it. For me, the veil was being lifted a sliver at a time, exposing a mysterious universe previously hidden from view. “You want to visit some catacombs today?” 
 
    Her question took me completely by surprise. “That’s allowed?” 
 
    “Of course. They’re just catacombs. We’ll probably see some ghosts flitting around the ghost whisperers’ catacomb. It’s kind of nice, actually. Some of them chat with you.” 
 
    I tried to smile, but I think it came out a bit shaky. “Sure. When do you want to go?” 
 
    “How about right after lunch? Like 1:00?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    I zipped my nervous self right back over to my safe, sheltered, rather sparse side of the room. Climbing into bed, I pulled the curtains closed and texted Apple: how are you doing? 
 
    It took a few minutes to get a reply. good. how bout u? wanna get 2gether 2day? 
 
    I sure did. I typed: how bout lunch? we could eat in one of the cafés. 
 
    Apple replied: excellent plan. She followed this by a whole bunch of emojis: smiley faces, hearts and fiery flames. 
 
    That made me so happy. I doubled the amount of emojis, then added: i could come over 2 ur house. i wanna see ur new digs. 
 
    Apple replied: sure. how bout 11:00? 
 
    I answered the same way I’d answered Natalie: sounds good. 
 
    So, now I had a schedule. Meet with Apple and have lunch. Visit catacombs with Natalie. Hang out with my housemates and a ghost at an Orientation Week event. Just another day at Ocean View. 
 
    I took a luxuriously long shower. It was awesome to have my own bathroom. I used some special coconut body wash I’d brought from home and the bathroom soon filled with wonderfully scented steam. When I was done, I threw on a pair of jeans and a lace shirt and climbed into bed to look through my textbooks and class assignments. It was going to be a challenging semester. 
 
    For my Journalism class, Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds, I had to conduct seven interviews, each one with a different type of being: a non-magical human with an interesting story, an empath, a ghost whisperer, a witch, a faerie, a selkie and a shapeshifter. Ugh. That was going to be a lot of work, not to mention the potential difficulty in getting each type of individual to agree to talk with me. For this semester’s Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality class, we were going to spend time in sensory deprivation tanks. That sounded claustrophobic. Some people might think of floating around in a metal tank as relaxing; but to me, the whole idea was horribly frightening. I hoped the amount of time we’d spend in the tanks would be minimal and I hoped to God we wouldn’t be expected to lure ghosts into that confined space. In Biology, we were going to do dissections. Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. I’d hoped we wouldn’t have to do that; but, well, apparently it was required. Philosophy in a Paranormal World mostly involved class discussion about assigned readings, so attendance was mandatory. Tai Chi Sword Class looked amazing. Sadly, we had to rent swords, rather than purchasing our own. I would have loved owning my own wickedly shiny sword. Had it been required, my scholarship would have covered the cost; but a sword was something I clearly couldn’t afford to buy with my own limited funds. 
 
    At 10:45, I headed over to Apple’s. It was a much longer walk than I had anticipated. The Merpeople and Selkies section was so far at the edge of campus, it seemed more like off-campus housing. I had to walk down a long hill to the beach and then hike through a wooded area to get to it. There were two buildings on opposite sides of a clearing: the Selkies House for girls and the Mermaids House. A large pond filled most of the clearing. These houses weren’t anything like the other buildings on campus. They certainly weren’t castles. They were fairly large buildings, but they looked more like cedar-shingled mountain lodges than castles. The shingles were badly weathered from the salt water saturating the air and blowing in on the wind. 
 
    I took out my cell phone and snapped a few photos. Then I headed over to the Selkies House. Long porches ran across the front of the structure on each floor. Colorful beach towels had been thrown over the railings to dry. I climbed the stairs, then texted Apple: i’m here. sorry i’m late. it was a longer walk than i’d expected. 
 
    Apple replied: be right there. 
 
    A few seconds later, she opened the front door. It whined on its hinges. 
 
    I was shocked when I walked inside. The front entrance wasn’t anything like in the Ghost Whisperers House. It was a plain old lobby with seriously worn-out carpet. The walls were mostly rough wood that looked splintery. And it was dark in there. There weren’t many windows and the lights were dim. 
 
    Apple led me up to her room on the second floor. I tried not to comment. Her housing arrangements were nothing like mine. It was more like the suite we’d had during our freshman year except it had two bedrooms instead of four. There was a living room in the middle of the suite and a small kitchen off to the side. The couch and chairs were old, with faded material and sagging cushions. 
 
    I followed Apple into her room. It was cramped. There were two single-size beds, two small desks with chairs and two small dressers. I commented on the one thing that looked nice. “I love your quilt!” It was blue like ocean water with colorful fish splashed all over it. It looked brand new. 
 
    Apple smiled. “Yeah, it’s nice and warm. It gets cold in here with the ocean so close to our building. Well, you’ve seen my digs. Should we go to lunch?” 
 
    That sounded good to me. “Sure. You have any particular café in mind?” 
 
    Apple said, “There’s a restaurant down here that has an arrangement with the college to accept our I.D. cards. It’s right on the beach and the food’s pretty good. You want to go there?” 
 
    That sounded like an excellent plan. “Sure.” 
 
    The restaurant was a cottage-style building painted bright pink with purple trim. A wooden deck with tables ran completely around the building and there was a dining room inside. We decided to eat outdoors where we could see the ocean and hear the surf. 
 
    A hostess dressed in white led us to a table next to the deck railing and handed us menus. The food selection looked great. I almost ordered fish and chips; but felt self-conscious with Apple there, not knowing whether she’d consider that shocking or not. Instead, I ordered a cheeseburger with blue cheese, bacon, onion straws and a special sauce on top, sweet potato fries, a glass of Coke for the caffeine and a cup of hot chocolate for warmth. It was chilly outside. 
 
    We talked about roommates and what our classes and assignments looked like. Apple got along with her roommate, so that was good. Then Apple told me she had a favor to ask. “I’m going to have that operation to make Emma Crawford’s selkie skin my own. Will you come with me?” 
 
    I felt honored that she wanted me there. “Of course, I will. Just tell me where I need to be and what time.” 
 
    Apple said, “I scheduled it for this Saturday. An Ocean View car will take us to a small selkie hospital on campus.” 
 
    “I’ll be more than happy to go with you. There’s a selkie hospital on campus?” The veil had lifted another inch. 
 
    Apple picked up the green smoothie she’d ordered and took a sip. “There are quite a few hospitals on campus. I mean, it makes sense. A regular hospital can treat empaths and ghost whisperers, but the doctors are going to have a hell of a time treating faeries or witches or shapeshifters. I mean, I guess they could for certain things, but not for everything. And a lot of our medical tests and blood work would come back weird. When selkies take off their seal bodies, for instance, our human form isn’t quite the same as most humans. I have webbed toes like Dylan and Delmara do and legs so hairy before shaving, it looks like I have hormonal problems. Doctors often mistake the webbed toes for a birth defect.” 
 
    I took a sip of hot chocolate, then placed the cup back on its saucer. The warm liquid soothed me. “I’m glad you have a good place to go, Apple. It’s exciting that you’ll be able to swim with other selkies again.” 
 
    Apple’s face lit up with happiness; but one second later, her forehead became furrowed with worry lines. “I have to admit, I’m scared. It’s unnerving to think I’m going to bond with someone else’s selkie brain.” 
 
    I tried to reassure her. “You told me last year that they rewire the bodies as part of the procedure. You’ll have your own brain, not Emma Crawford’s, right?” 
 
    Apple nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I sure hope so.” 
 
    After lunch, we took a walk on the beach. It felt wonderful to be there. The sky was bright blue. Clouds floated lazily along, like plump sheep filled with helium until they were light as balloons. Seagulls soared across the seascape, calling to one another in their secret language. Waves climbed up out of their flat blanket of ocean and crashed back down, spilling buckets of liquid lace upon the waiting sand. 
 
    After my get-together with Apple, I made the long trek back to my house to meet Natalie. 
 
    She was ready to go, so we headed out to the catacombs right away. This involved another long walk, this time in the opposite direction from the beach. We traveled across campus to a thick forest of sequoia trees. I’d never seen that kind of tree before. I was new to California and I’d never explored this part of campus. The trees were magnificent: wide trunks covered in rough reddish bark climbing up to touch the sky, bursting forth with greenery up there. The paths through the forest were soft with fallen green needles. Every so often, we’d see a sign along the path with an arrow indicating the direction to a certain Ocean View building. That was the only reminder we were still on campus, rather than somewhere out in the wild. 
 
    I never saw any sign for the catacombs. 
 
    Natalie said, “We’re here.” 
 
    I looked around. There was nothing but forest. 
 
    Natalie pointed to a tree with an enormous trunk. “We’re going in there. Follow me.” 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about, but I followed. 
 
    On the other side of the tree, there was a hole at its base large enough to be a narrow cave entrance. Natalie knelt down, then lowered herself backwards into the opening. It turned out there was a ladder along the side. I copied exactly what Natalie was doing, stepping down one rung at a time, going slow enough not to step on Natalie’s head. I expected to descend into darkness; but just as we lost daylight from above, flickering light from below illuminated our way. When my feet finally touched ground, I took a look around. We’d entered a cave. At that spot, it was the size of our bedroom. It was just a cave, though. No evidence that anyone had been buried there. 
 
    As though reading my mind, Natalie explained, “This is the entrance. The catacombs start farther in.” 
 
    She led the way along a winding path. As we turned a corner, shimmering white fog came floating through the cool, damp air. Morphing into the shape of a person, it spoke in a male voice. “Oh, hi, Natalie. Nice to see you again. Leading another tour?” 
 
    Natalie smiled. “Hi, Victor! It’s good to see you, too. I’m showing my roommate the catacombs.” 
 
    Victor snaked his cloudy form around, moving through air as a living person swims through water. “Carry on, then. Have a good visit! Say hello to your mom for me, OK?” 
 
    Natalie replied, “Will do.” 
 
    The ghost moved on through the tunnel in the direction from which we’d come. 
 
    Natalie turned to me. “I didn’t know for sure if we’d see ghosts down here today; but, honestly, there are usually at least a few. I guess that’s to be expected with so many deceased having their skull and bones down here.” 
 
    Skull and bones made the place sound extra-creepy. A skull and two crossed bones symbolizes poison. It was a warning to avoid anything marked that way. 
 
    About ten minutes later, we arrived at a gated entrance with a booth at the center. You couldn’t get past the wall made of iron bars unless you stopped at the booth…or you were a ghost, I suppose. We were in the realm of the dead. 
 
    At the booth, we showed our I.D.s to a tired-looking old man with gray hair and puffy bags under his eyes. He mumbled, “Good. Good. Just stay on the paths. Don’t disturb the bones. Don’t deface the walls.” 
 
    Something bothered me. I finally asked Natalie, “How did that ghost know you? And what did he mean about you leading tours down here? Aren’t you a sophomore? I’m a sophomore and I never heard anything about this place.” 
 
    Natalie shook her head, causing her long hair to sweep across her shoulders. “I’ve been coming down here for years with different family members. Like I told you before, my family’s been going to this school for generations. I know these catacombs like the back of my hand. They go on for miles. I even know how to get to a lot of the secret areas, rooms not open to the public.” 
 
    I shivered. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. That information about the catacombs made me feel incredibly claustrophobic. Here I was, trapped below the ground like a mole rat with a guide who felt comfortable going on for miles and exploring secret rooms. 
 
    I tried to forget that we were underground. What would happen in the event of an earthquake? Would the roof collapse, suffocating us with rocks and dirt? I tried to banish those thoughts. I told myself to approach this tour as though I was in a museum above ground, like when you visit Egyptian mummies in a museum. I did that once on a class trip and I didn’t get all freaked out by the dead people under the mummy wrappings. I wondered now if their ghosts ever slipped out from beneath the ancient cloth and floated around the museum. I shivered. I tried once again to calm myself, to stoke my natural curiosity. 
 
    The path was shaped like a snake, winding around bends, crawling deeper into the underground structure. Finally, as we came around another corner, I caught my first glimpse of the catacombs. 
 
    The walls in this section were made from stacked bones and skulls. The path ahead was straight, providing a view of what looked like thousands of skulls and an uncountable number of bones. Light glinted off their calcified surfaces. 
 
    I tried to take this all in as if it was a museum display, but I couldn’t. This was part of Ocean View. Who was buried down here? Students? Faculty? Members of the old traditional families? And then a thought slithered up the back of my neck and planted itself in my brain: Would I be buried here someday? That, of course, gave birth, like spiders climbing out of a sac of eggs, to a lot more concerns. Would my family be buried here, too, or just me? Would any of my friends from Ocean View be buried anywhere close by? 
 
    Natalie gave me a moment to take in the scene before me. 
 
    Torches secured in holders on the wall burned brightly, illuminating the place with golden light, while causing shadows to dance upon the bones. 
 
    I turned to Natalie. “Do you know who these bones belonged to?” 
 
    Natalie gazed at the section of wall next to her. “They still belong to those who used them when they were alive. Look at this skull, for instance…” She pointed to one of the larger ones, black gaping holes where its eyes and nose had been, teeth still intact within its frozen jaw. “Picture how this once existed beneath the skin of a person, how their eyes—whatever color they were—glimmered within these empty sockets. The skull was there all the time when the person was alive; it was part of them. It was just invisible. Now, it’s visible. That person is quite possibly around here somewhere, in spirit form.” 
 
    That disturbed me. “Here? Like, right here? Do all the spirits of those buried down here stay within the catacombs?” 
 
    I felt faint. That would mean a lot of spirits could potentially be all around us. 
 
    Natalie said, “No. Not at all. But many return from time to time. It’s their final resting place, after all.” 
 
    After I got used to the endless walls made of stacked bones and skulls, we walked at a normal pace through the catacombs. 
 
    About half an hour later, we came upon a room off to one side. The walls there were also made of bones and skulls. Inside, a student had spread a collection of books out in front of her. She was sitting on a mattress, holding a thick, leather-bound volume in her hands. Her forehead was creased; she was deep in thought over whatever she was reading. 
 
    Natalie said, “Lots of students study down here. It’s quiet and peaceful.” 
 
    Quiet? Yes. Peaceful? The jury was still out on that one. I wasn’t sure I’d ever find that place the least bit peaceful. 
 
    As we continued on, I asked Natalie who exactly was buried there. The answer was more complicated than I’d thought. The catacombs were laid out like a wheel. From a central hub, sections branched out in different directions. Each magical group had their own section. We were currently in the ghost whisperers’ section. Any ghost whisperer with connections to the college could be buried there. Well, I say buried; but I’m using that term loosely. I guess I mean buried underground, but without dirt thrown on top. It was more like stacked on top of a display, once the skin fell off your bones. 
 
    I had a creepy thought. “Natalie, there aren’t any skeletons down here. It’s just piles of bones and skulls. Do they take the body apart or something?” 
 
    Natalie said, “There’s a process. Undertakers have a process. Those who prepare bones for display down here have a different process. I don’t actually know much about it. Nor do I want to. I’m a ghost whisperer. I care more about the spirit realm.” 
 
    What a relief. That would be my inclination as well. 
 
    Natalie added, “Originally, the different sections weren’t connected in any way whatsoever. The faeries were the first to have a section down here. They’re not from Earth. They had no idea what to do with the physical bodies of those who died here, so they adopted the catacomb method of dealing with their deceased. They’re immortal unless they die of disease or accident here on Earth. It happens frequently enough that I’m actually surprised they stay, but they do and this is how they deal with those who die here.” 
 
    I followed Natalie through passages barely wider than a path and others that opened up wide as rooms. The style of wall varied. In certain places, skulls had been arranged within stacks of bones to form the shape of a cross. Golden light flickered from an endless procession of torches. 
 
    We came upon a section in which the infinite stacks of bones paused, the cave wall punctured a couple of yards up by a hole barely large enough for a human to crawl through. Natalie hoisted herself up and peered through. “I want to show you something.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Natalie was up and over the bottom lip of the opening, her feet soon disappearing into darkness. 
 
    My heart pounded so hard with my heartbeats echoing so loudly off my eardrums, I swore they were bouncing off the cave walls loud enough to wake the dead. Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! 
 
    I quickly glanced down the passageway we’d just traveled. Could I go back? My heart practically burst out of my chest, like the creature in Aliens. There was no way I could go back on my own. 
 
    Oh my God, Natalie had disappeared. 
 
    I used all the strength I could muster to pull myself up and into that hole punched through the wall by man or nature, I couldn’t tell which. I found myself on a shelf in the darkness. I wanted to cry. I couldn’t see anything. Claustrophobia made the walls squeeze in more tightly around me. I felt faint and short of breath. 
 
    A thought stabbed through my skull and pierced my brain. That’s how they prepared the bones. They left you on one of these shelves until you passed away and the meat fell off your bones. 
 
    Yeah, I went there, to a place of very dark thoughts. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard Natalie up ahead. In the cheeriest voice ever, she said, “You doing OK, Shade? I’m almost through the tunnel. There’s the coolest spot up ahead. It’s worth the hassle to reach it, I promise.” 
 
    In the enclosed tube of the passageway, Natalie’s words echoed off the sides, ricocheting back and forth. You doing OK, Shade? You doing OK, Shade? Shade? Shade? Shade? 
 
    It was a reminder what a baby I was. Sick and tired of being scared, I gathered all the optimism I had at my disposal at that particular moment…only about a thimbleful, to be honest…and croaked out a reply: “I’m coming. Doing great.” 
 
    I heard a thud up ahead, which I figured was Natalie jumping down off the ledge into another room. She must have been blocking the light, her body filling most of the narrow space, as she moved through the tunnel. Once she’d left, light flickered up ahead. I felt my muscles relax a bit. I’d been holding myself so taut, even my jaw ached. 
 
    At the end of the shelf, the roof of the tunnel rose about a foot. I gathered my feet underneath me, so that I was in a squatting position, and jumped. 
 
    The environment was quite different here. Stunning, actually. 
 
    No bones, just a cave room. In the middle of it, a crystal clear pool shimmered in the incredible light. I looked around for candles or lamps. There weren’t any. The illumination came from the walls themselves. A fantastical shade of blue accentuated the twinkling of crystals on the walls. 
 
    Natalie sat on the side of the pool. Taking off her boots and socks, she placed her feet in the water and shivered. “Ooooh, that’s cold!” 
 
    I knelt down and dipped my fingers in. “Woah. You’re not kidding.” I pulled my hand out, then studied the pool. Tiny fish the size of minnows were swimming all around. “What is this place? The room, I mean. What’s making these walls glow like that?” 
 
    Natalie took her feet out of the water and squatted with them beneath her. “I think it’s something natural that causes it—like bioluminescent plants or tiny bioluminescent animals or something. You know, there are these large rocks called ‘The Weeping Stones’ on the shore of the Seto Inland Sea in Okayama, Japan. They glow blue, as though lit by phosphorescent salt within the seawater. Turns out what’s actually glowing with blue light are shrimp, a special kind of shrimp referred to as sea fireflies.” 
 
    I walked over to the wall and swiped my hand over the surface. Other than a bit of plain brown grit, nothing came off on my hand. 
 
    Natalie stood up and walked over to join me. She wiped a finger on the wall, the way one inspects furniture for dust. “It’s also possible the rock here has properties that make it glow without any help from plants or animals. I don’t know. I’m not sure I believe the lore about this room. The most popular stories are that it’s the result of a witch’s spell or faerie glamouring that stuck.” 
 
    I turned away from the wall. “What do you mean? Are witches and faeries allowed to tamper with the ghost whisperers’ section of the catacombs? Are they even allowed in here?” 
 
    Natalie said, “They do wander in here sometimes, although it’s strictly against the rules. The phrase ‘May they rest in peace’ is a rule of the catacombs. The last thing anybody wants is a feud down here among the dead. However, these catacombs were started in ancient times. Some of the legends about this place claim that the blue light was cast in ancient times and remained a part of the cave. Whatever causes it doesn’t matter, though. The light makes it a very special place. Apparently, the water goes so deep, students put on wet suits and dive down to explore underwater caves here. The blue light provides illumination all the way down. One of these days, I want to try it.” 
 
    I thought back to diving into the water at the Bottomless State Park in New Mexico. The ghost of the Navajo boy that needed my help. His glowing face turning purple as he choked on the mud and weeds coming out of his mouth. His dark brown hair floating around his face, reminding me of a halo. The way he finally managed to spit out the words “Help me!” with bubbles erupting from his lips. 
 
    Natalie grabbed my arm. “Are you OK?” 
 
    I shook off the memory that haunted my brain. “Oh, yeah. I was just thinking: Are there ghosts in the underwater caves?” 
 
    Natalie shrugged her shoulders. “Probably. I’ve never been down there, so I haven’t seen for myself. But, what, would that bother you?” 
 
    I gazed down at the water, wondering how deep it was. “Well, yeah. I mean, if they come at you while you’re underwater.” 
 
    Natalie laughed. “You’re a ghost whisperer. Ghosts don’t come at you, like in a horror movie. They might approach you to ask for your help, but that’s all. They’re all around you, Shade. It will always be that way. You’re going to have to get used to it.” 
 
    That was not what I wanted to hear. I stayed silent. 
 
    Natalie got an intense look in her eye, like she’d been struck with some kind of brilliant idea. It turned out she had two ideas, although they didn’t sound too brilliant to me. “Hey, I’ve always wanted to go down into those caves. You want to go with me this weekend?” 
 
    I’d already promised Apple I’d go with her to the hospital. I told Natalie I couldn’t; I’d promised to visit a sick friend. 
 
    Natalie was determined. “How about next weekend then? That’ll be better, actually. It will give us more time to get wet suits.” 
 
    I felt myself being dragged into her plans, as though dragged underwater and drowned. I was becoming more and more of a ghost whisperer every day, venturing into places most sensible people would avoid. I agreed. The only question I asked: “Where do we get wet suits?” 
 
    Natalie said she’d find out from some of the kids who dive there regularly. 
 
    Then Natalie presented Brilliant Idea #2: “In the meantime, you want to see something else right now? Come on, it’s an awesome surprise when you’re new to the catacombs.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. Oh, why not? I glanced at the pool. At least, we weren’t going down there right now. 
 
    Natalie led the way through a narrow passage lit only by the faint blue glow of its walls. At the end, we came upon a ladder leading up to another hole the same size as the last one we crawled through. Natalie looked up and grabbed the rung that was level with her head. As she started climbing, she turned and yelled over her shoulder, “Just follow me.” 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding. I felt so tired, it was as though someone had drained all my energy. Like syrup from a maple tree, someone had siphoned off my strength to energize the catacombs. The blue bioluminescence was exactly that: the spirit energy of me and other students. At the same time, my heart was racing fast as a hummingbird’s wings. 
 
    I grabbed the same rung Natalie had and started climbing. There wasn’t any use in complaining. Either I was going to finish this tour of the catacombs or I’d forever be ignorant of the world beneath our campus…or, worse yet, I’d be left behind by Natalie. 
 
    At the top of the ladder, we reached exactly what I’d come to expect by now: another long tunnel barely wide enough to drag our bodies through. Its walls also glowed blue, but only very faintly. 
 
    About halfway down the passage, I heard music, the indistinct voices of people and laughter. In a panicked voice, I asked Natalie, “What’s that up ahead?” 
 
    Natalie answered, somewhat breathless from the exertion required to navigate the narrow space, “It’s where I’m taking you. Party room.” 
 
    O-O-O-O-K. Party room. That had a happy sound to it. For the hummingbirds or bats flapping around inside my chest, I kept up a mantra: It will be OK. Everything will be OK. It’s a party room. 
 
    My mind injected a horrifying thought: Donner Party. 
 
    Very funny, brain. 
 
    I kept on going. I tried my best to keep my brain filled with images of party hats and cheerful balloons. Clowns with menacing eyes and teeth kept popping into my head, as did scenes of horror from the movie It. 
 
    I closed my eyes every time a frightening image assaulted my senses in order to reboot my thought processes. Party hats. Colorful balloons. Fancily wrapped packages. Cakes with…a clown popping through the icing. Once again, initiate reboot. 
 
    Finally, we made it to our destination. With just enough room to turn around, Natalie crawled around on her knees, then slid over the edge on her stomach to place her feet on another ladder. As she climbed down, I peered over the edge. 
 
    Down below, lights were flashing in time to music. People were dancing; others lined the periphery of the room, talking. 
 
    Turning around and descending the ladder, I tried not to shake. I had images of me falling backwards, landing in the middle of the party and embarrassing myself, right before dying and being buried right there in the catacombs. Or more accurately, having my bones stacked up. Once again, I wondered what the process was for getting the bones stripped clean. Natalie had said, “There’s a process…I don’t actually know much about it. Nor do I want to.” 
 
    I didn’t either. Party hats. Colorful balloons. Fancily wrapped packages. 
 
    When my feet finally touched the cave floor, I found Natalie waiting for me. She led me over to a table lit by candles and covered with food and bottles of assorted drinks. Grabbing a paper plate, she loaded it up with cheese and crackers and a brownie. Setting that to the side, she poured herself a glass of wine. 
 
    Taking the top plate off a stack, I looked over the food. People had brought the kind of stuff you could carry in a backpack. I piled up cheese and crackers, then added a bunch of chocolate chip cookies and an apple. I suddenly realized: I was starving! Like Natalie, I poured a glass of wine. Some kind of cheap red wine. Anything to steady my nerves. 
 
    As we stuffed our faces and watched people dancing in rhythm to the pulsating music, a guy walked over to Natalie. Swallowing the bite of brownie she’d been chewing, Natalie’s face lit up with a smile. “Sawyer! How are you?” 
 
    His face broke into a reflexive smile, spreading joy like a shard of crystal splashing rainbows around the room. He was gorgeous, totally on par with Merrik. I wondered if he was human or something more spectacular. This part of the catacombs was supposed to be limited to ghost whisperers. He was tall and muscular and suntanned. He had green eyes, brown wavy hair and colorful sleeve tattoos. Throwing his arms around Natalie, he gave her a big hug. Damn. Was that her boyfriend? 
 
    When they finally released each other, Natalie turned to me. “Shade, this is my cousin, Sawyer.” 
 
    Cousin! What a wonderful word! 
 
    Sawyer smiled at me, revealing perfect white teeth, brilliant in contrast to his suntan. 
 
    I smiled back. The hummingbirds in my heart went crazy with flight. Feeling a bit dizzy, I managed to say, “Hi. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Natalie filled the void in conversation. “Sawyer’s in the male Ghost Whisperers House. He’s a junior this year.” 
 
    Another guy came up behind Sawyer. He said something to him that I couldn’t hear over the music and loud hum of conversation in the room. 
 
    As the guy turned and left, Sawyer said, “Looks like I gotta go. Big event at our house tonight. Hey, we’re having a party in a couple of weeks. You’re both welcome to attend.” 
 
    I nodded, my tongue obviously tied by hummingbirds. 
 
    Natalie said, “Sure. Can you text me the details—date and time, anything else I need to know?” 
 
    Sawyer flashed another brilliant smile. “Will do.” Walking away, he disappeared down a tunnel I hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    Natalie turned to me. “We should totally go to this party. I’ll introduce you to Sawyer’s girlfriend and a whole bunch of other upperclassmen who are good to know.” 
 
    Girlfriend? Now, that was a terrible word, at least at that particular moment. 
 
    I nodded. I was starting to feel like a marionette: wooden girl with no ability to speak. 
 
    I was about to drown my sorrows in wine and chocolate chip cookies when a couple holding hands came running out of the same tunnel that had swallowed Sawyer. They were shouting: “Fish! Fish! Fish in the pool! Come help!” 
 
    Natalie said, “C’mon.” Grabbing me by the hand, she ran in the direction an entire crowd was moving. I had to work so hard to keep up with her, my throat felt raw and my mouth filled with the taste of blood. When we reached the tunnel opening, there were so many waiting to enter, we had to slow down and wait our turn. We squeezed in as soon as there was room and matched the pace of others walking quickly. At least we weren’t running anymore. 
 
    The tunnel brought us into a room about twice the size of the party room. The walls were wet and sparkled with crystals: a normal cave room, without the blue glow of the previous one. In the center, there was a clear crystal lake. 
 
    At the edge of the lake, something horrific was happening. You could hear a woman and man screaming. The sounds of bodies being punched. Terrible things being yelled. 
 
    “Get the fish out of here!” 
 
    “They’re polluting our waters!” 
 
    “How dare you defile this sacred place!” 
 
    “We’ll fix it so you and your filthy bodies rot in hell!” 
 
    “Your bones will be perfect in the catacombs for merpeople!” 
 
    I knew before I heard that last statement or the sinister laugh that followed that no one was upset about actual fish. This was another mob attack on magical creatures from the sea, this time merpeople. 
 
    I turned, filled with rage, to address Natalie. “Are you OK with this?” 
 
    Natalie shook her head. “Of course not! I want to get close enough to take pictures for the school newspaper.” She sounded angry with me. “Come on!” 
 
    Pulling her cell phone out of her pocket, she fought her way through the crowd. I followed in her wake. 
 
    Natalie’s determination got us right at the front of the crowd surrounding the bullies and their victims. 
 
    The woman and man who were being bullied had gone limp. I didn’t know if they were dead or unconscious. 
 
    When the bullies stopped getting physical responses from their violence, a muscular guy about six foot five picked up the woman and threw her into the pool. She went flying up into the air, her body flailing about like a limp doll, her voice silent. Then a huge splash and she sank into the depths. 
 
    I screamed. So did others. But the overwhelming majority screamed things like: “Hurrah!” 
 
    One guy, bigger than the first, stormed up to him and pushed him hard in the chest. “Why the hell did you do that? You just polluted our waters, you stupid asshole!” 
 
    The first guy pushed him back hard, knocking him into the water. “She’s a mermaid, you idiot! She’s wet now. Soon as she wakes up, she’ll flap her tail and swim back down the underwater tunnel till she’s back with her people.” 
 
    The guy in the water shook his head, making water droplets fly off his hair like a dog coming out of a swimming pool. He’d fallen on his butt in a shallow section. Standing up, he stormed once again over to the guy who’d pushed him in. “I’m tainted now, you asshole! I was in the water at the same time as those filthy fish!” 
 
    Filled with rage, he ripped off his T-shirt and squeezed it over the head of the other guy, soaking him in pool water. Then he marched over to the merman, picked him up, held him high over his head, and tossed him into the center of the pool. As he turned to leave, the crowd parted to let him through. Anyone who didn’t make way got shoved in the chest and knocked off their feet. 
 
    Natalie and I snapped photos with our cell phones. Click. Click. Click. 
 
    I hoped to God the merpeople woke up and swam to safety. 
 
    As the crowd broke up and dispersed, Natalie said, “You want to join the newspaper club? We’re trying to do something to end this nonsensical, horrific violence.” 
 
    The school had a newspaper club? That was music to my ears. I could return to doing something I loved and this would be a real way for me to help Apple, Dylan, Delmara and so many more. I was totally in. 
 
    After a long trek back through the catacombs, we stepped outside to discover the woods were bathed in twilight. As we walked through the forest, I saw signs posted here and there for a Missing Child. It took me a while to realize that these weren’t all for the same child. There were at least three different children. 
 
    God, it was always something. There was too much violence in the world. I told Natalie we should investigate their stories for the newspaper. She agreed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    That night, after a fantastic dinner in our house dining hall—steak smothered in fried onions and mushrooms, garlic mashed potatoes, and asparagus with hollandaise sauce (I had no idea asparagus could ever taste that good) followed by chocolate cupcakes with buttercream frosting—we were led outside by Mrs. Charlotte Hampton and another ghost about her age that I didn’t recognize. It made sense, I guess, that ghosts would escort us to meet the spirit haunting the tree outside my window. 
 
    We gathered in the front yard. About ten additional ghosts, all over thirty years of age in appearance—in other words, all adult ghosts—hovered into view. Mrs. Charlotte Hampton told us to be seated, to make ourselves comfortable anywhere around the tree. 
 
    If I was going to be living with a ghost outside my window, I sure as hell wanted to know as much as I could about her. I sat down in the front ring of students surrounding the tree. 
 
    After we’d all gotten settled, Mrs. Hampton spoke in an otherworldly voice that echoed off the back wall of our house. I looked up and saw the darkened window of my room. We’d all been told to turn our lights off before leaving for dinner. Mrs. Hampton called to the ghost that it was time to show herself for her presentation, Lessons from the Ghost within the Tree. 
 
    Pop! The ghost of a very young girl burst into view. 
 
    I was shocked. When I’d heard the ghost was a girl, I’d assumed everyone was referring to a young woman, a ghost about my age. I’d assumed it was the ghost of a student who’d died at Ocean View. I’d assumed she’d been a ghost whisperer before becoming a ghost. 
 
    But this was truly a girl. She was only about five years old. Her hair had been done up in pigtails with fancy bows. She was wearing a striped jumpsuit with a T-shirt underneath and sneakers. 
 
    Little by little, her bluish holograph-looking form filled in with color. She had light brown hair and brown eyes. Her jumpsuit was black-and-white striped, her pigtails were tied with bright red bows and she was wearing little white sneakers. 
 
    When she spoke, she had the voice of a small child. “Hello. My name’s Astrid. I know that I look and sound like a little girl. That’s because I died when I was only five-and-a-half years old. I think like someone who’s a lot older than that, however. I died in 1964. I don’t know what it’s like to be your age in the living world. I only get to experience being an adult here on the other side of eternity, and it’s much different here. In the spirit world, I’m actually much older than all of you who are currently students in the Ghost Whisperers House. I feel lucky to have all of you to keep me company. I died in the catacombs here. I went off with my older brother and middle sister to explore, while my parents were touring the campus with our oldest sister. She’d been telling my parents for years that she saw ghosts. My parents had always worried about her. Then someone told them about Ocean View. My sister applied and got in. She almost never went here, she was in such deep mourning after I died. Plus she was horrified that I had drowned in an underwater tunnel of the campus catacombs while she was touring the school. She felt extremely guilty. My parents talked her into going. They said that with her abilities, maybe she’d get to see me here. I visited her so much, my parents had this tree planted in my name outside the Ghost Whisperers House. It’s now my home, although I also spend a lot of time in the catacombs. I can no longer die, so I get to travel through all the underwater tunnels without risk. I wish I was alive. I wish I got to do all the things you get to do now and all the things you’ll get to do after graduation. Me, I guess I’ll always be here, doing the things we get to do in the spirit world.” 
 
    It felt like total uncanny valley hearing such profound thoughts on life and death spoken by a child. Out of the mouths of babes. Except this time the wisdom of an adult ghost was being channeled through a child, and they were both the same person. It felt very weird. I tried to concentrate on her words alone. 
 
    Astrid talked for a while about what it was like to be a tree spirit and the various cultures that believe in them. Well, I totally believed in them after that. It’s hard not to when a tree spirit introduces the concept to you. 
 
    At the end of her talk, Astrid spoke about all the Missing Child posters. She said that, having died as a child herself, she had a special concern for them. And then she said something that stuck with me: “I’d strongly suggest looking for those children in the catacombs. They might have died by accident, like I did, by wandering off and getting themselves into trouble. But, also, there’s a strange opening at the end of a tunnel connected to the pure-blood faeries’ section of the catacombs. Check that out.” 
 
    I had hoped there would be a Q & A session. I had so many questions. But, alas, Astrid said, “I’m tired now. It’s been great seeing you all. I’ll be around. You’ll see me a lot. I look forward to getting to know all of you. Good night.” 
 
    Pop! She was gone—like a bubble bursting, the air inside escaping its fragile shell to bond once again with the atmosphere. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    Orientation Week ended on Friday afternoon right after a magnificent lunch in our houses. It was more like dinner, at least at our house: beef Wellington, three-cheese mashed potatoes and beans with slivered almonds. Beef Wellington…oh my God, I’d never even known such a dish existed before…now, it’s my favorite thing. It’s beef tenderloin baked in a puff pastry shell. Every slice of meat had puff pastry around it. It was the best meal I’d had all week and all those meals were fantastic. On a scale of 1 to 10, this one was…oh, I don’t know, at least a 20. 
 
    As soon as lunch was over, I checked my messages. There was one from Dakota Dunn, saying she’d like to throw a surprise party for Apple that night, to cheer her up and let her know she had our full support before going into the hospital for her procedure. She’d invite Apple over to her room in the Witches House and we could surprise her there. Yes! That was a great idea! I texted back right away to say I’d be there. 
 
    Dakota replied: come on over around 7:30. i’ll invite Apple over for 8:00. by the way, li wants to talk to us about something tonight, sounded important. 
 
    I wondered what that was all about, maybe another get-together before we all got super-busy with projects. I answered with a simple: sounds good! 
 
    With the afternoon free, I decided to text Annie and ask if she’d like to go for a walk on the beach. I knew she was going through a hard time with her suitemates. Back when I was a freshman, the ocean had brought me so much peace and comfort…well, at least until I associated the beach with Merrik and he broke up with me. It was high time I stopped letting him ruin that for me. 
 
    Annie replied: i’d love to. what time? 
 
    We made plans to meet in front of my old dorm in an hour. 
 
    I spent the next forty-five minutes in my room, once again poring over homework assignments for the upcoming semester. I felt nervous. My first semester as a sophomore started in three more days. Three. More. Days. Only the weekend until I rolled the dice and leveled up to sensory deprivation tanks, Biology class dissection, Level III Ghost Whispering Virtual Reality training and learning how to wield a Tai Chi sword without looking like a klutz or injuring my fellow classmates. A walk on the beach was exactly what I needed. 
 
    Fifteen minutes before I was supposed to meet Annie, I got up from my desk, threw on a jacket and headed downstairs. On my way through the entrance room of our house, I noticed several students I’d met in freshman classes. I decided I should look them up and see if we could get together sometime. 
 
    As I walked across campus, I took in the beauty of Ocean View. It was early fall. That day—like most days in California and on the island of Ocean View—was sunny. Clouds floated across the bright blue sky. Birds traveled the air currents above, frolicking in their ability to defy gravity. Ocean breezes flipped my hair around, the wind feeling soft and cool against my face. 
 
    When I reached my old dorm, I was delighted to see Annie standing there! Two seasons of my life—the one I had back in the old Victorian house and the one I had now—collided together, sparking intense feelings of happiness and optimism for the future. Annie waved. I waved back. When I finally reached her, I gave her a big hug. I couldn’t wait to show her the beach I knew so well. 
 
    I took Annie around back and pointed to the balcony of my freshman-year room. 
 
    As she looked up, sadness passed like a dark cloud over Annie’s face. “Wow. You had a view of the ocean. I wish I had that.” 
 
    I tried to cheer her up. “You can come here anytime you want, though. The whole campus is on a cliff overlooking the ocean. And there’s an easy way to get down to the beach. I thought I’d show you that today.” 
 
    Annie was wearing sunglasses. I thought back to when she was stars-in-the-eyes girl with her contact lenses that placed one red star in each eye. She’d been so rebellious back then. Now, it was like all the wind had been knocked out of her sails, stolen from her. “Annie, do you still have those contacts with the red stars on them?” 
 
    Annie shook her head. “Nah. I had to get a new prescription last time I went to the eye doctor. I decided to stick with plain contacts and glasses for now.” She tapped the frame of her sunglasses. “These are prescription, too. Do you like them?” 
 
    I had to admit they were pretty cool. They were turquoise blue with yellow three-dimensional starfish around the frame and along the side pieces that hooked around the ears. “I do. They’re really different.” They weren’t rebellious, though. If anything, they looked like retro fashion from fifties or sixties suburbia. 
 
    Annie said, “I bought them specifically for college. I loved the idea of going to school at a seaside location.” 
 
    I squeezed Annie’s arm. “I did the same thing. I made sure to pack a bathing suit and beach towel my freshman year. I knew the Pacific Ocean was cold, but I didn’t care. I was bound and determined to go swimming, especially after living in the hot, dry desert of Roswell.” 
 
    Annie laughed. “How’s the swimming here, anyway? How do you deal with the cold water?” 
 
    I thought back to swimming with Merrik. I banished the memories. “You get used to it. It’s totally worth it. I spent so much time at the beach last year, my mom and aunt gave me a bathing suit and other stuff like that for Christmas. And when it feels too cold to swim, by the way, a walk on the beach is awesome.” 
 
    I led Annie over to the fence at the edge of the dormitory’s backyard to show her the view. “Look at that. This is where we live now.” 
 
    Annie took a deep breath and exhaled. “That is gorgeous! What a sight…” 
 
    At that exact moment, a pod of dolphins came into view, the silver half-moons of their backs threading the water with glints of sun. I pointed. “Look, Annie! Dolphins!” 
 
    Annie’s face lit up with a smile, the dark clouds of sadness evaporating in an instant. “That’s incredible. I’m so happy to be here! Thanks so much for showing me this.” 
 
    I had a feeling the beach would bring Annie peace, the same as it had for me. Memories of the way Merrik had left me were the only things tarnishing my wonderful love of the ocean, although I suddenly realized I was almost completely over it. He was a jerk. What can I say? 
 
    “Let’s go down…” I placed my foot on the top step of the long staircase leading to the beach, then walked quickly down the noisy planks to the sand. Annie followed. Plunk! Plunk! Plunk! Plunk! Plunk! Plunk! 
 
    When we finally set foot on the beach, we stopped to once again take in the beautiful seascape. 
 
    The waves were large and magnificent, even though they wouldn’t be at high tide for a couple of hours. Blue liquid walls rose up to touch the air, bubbles floating lazily upon the saltwater surface like patches of lace. As the waves came crashing down, lace-covered fingers crawled across the beach, depositing bits of broken shells and stealing sand. 
 
    Birds flew overhead, living black kites floating on invisible winds through the bright blue sky. 
 
    Annie pointed. “Look!” she was beaming with excitement as the pod of dolphins once again came into view. 
 
    That was always such an awesome sight. I stood there, sharing in Annie’s joy, thinking how far she’d come from that day Kai and I had visited her in the mental health spa. Like Kai, Annie was an empath. Everything would always affect them deeply. I hoped the beach and all the wonderful opportunities at Ocean View would affect Annie with such intensity, the horrors of her past would fade from memory. I knew they’d never completely disappear, but fading would allow her to live a normal life—well, at least as normal a life as any of us would ever have as students and, eventually, graduates of magic school. 
 
    Annie ran toward the ocean. “Oh, my God! Look!” 
 
    A pod of humpback whales were breaching the ocean surface, spraying misty air out of their blowholes before returning to the watery depths. 
 
    I followed Annie onto the wet sand where the ocean water had crashed down and slithered away. “I’m so happy you got to see this. Maybe it’s a good omen for how this school year will go. Lots of days, there aren’t any dolphins or whales anywhere in sight. I come down here with you today, and we’ve already seen both kinds of pods. That’s pretty darn lucky, if you ask me.” 
 
    Annie was beaming. Ocean View agreed with her. 
 
    I stared out to sea, wanting to confide in Annie, but too timid to look her in the eye. Since we were both together at a college with magical creatures, there were things she should probably know. I blurted it out: “Last year, I dated a merman.” 
 
    I stole a sideways glance at Annie’s face to see her reaction. She put her hand over her eyes to block out the sun, as she continued watching the marine animals cavorting out at sea. “Was he a student here?” 
 
    Well, she certainly took that in stride. 
 
    “No. One of my suitemates knew him, though. She’s a selkie…was a selkie…I mean, she is a selkie. Well, she’ll soon be capable of taking on her selkie form again. It’s complicated.” 
 
    That got Annie’s attention. She turned to take a closer look at me. “What? She was…or is…a selkie?” 
 
    First things first. “Do you know what a selkie is, Annie?” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” 
 
    I explained the nature of a selkie and told her what had happened to Apple. Then I told her about Merrik. That brought Annie up to speed on two important things that had happened in my life while she was back home my freshman year. 
 
    She said, “I’m sorry about Merrik. He sounds like a rather cold fish.” She immediately put her hand over her mouth, as though trying to stuff the words back in. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that as a pun. I wasn’t trying to be funny. I mean, he seems cold, just leaving like that.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I knew what you meant. You have to be careful using the word fish here, though. It’s actually used as an insult against magical creatures from the sea. Powerful land creatures at Ocean View have a lot of prejudice against the sea creatures.” From there, I went on to tell Annie about the War Between Land and Sea and its derogatory label, the War Between Land People and the Fish. 
 
    Annie listened intently before commenting. “Wow. Sounds just like the human world. I thought things would be better here.” 
 
    I studied the gorgeous scenery all around us. “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    We walked along the beach in the direction of the place where I had first met Merrik. I told Annie about the importance of checking the times for high tide before venturing out to the beach and how the spot at the bottom of the dorm stairs becomes completely flooded then. I told her about the other way back to campus if she misses the deadline. 
 
    Enthusiastically collecting shells and stuffing them in her jacket pockets, Annie adopted the beach as her sanctuary, same as I had at the beginning of my freshman year. I was so happy I got to introduce her to this wonderful new world. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    After walking Annie to her dorm, I headed back to my house. I took a shower, had another amazing dinner in our dining hall (spaghetti topped with pesto sauce—green spaghetti sauce! something else I’d never had before—with garlic bread and Caesar salad) then headed over to Dakota’s. 
 
    Deciding to cut through the forest to get to the Witches House, I found a well-worn path and followed that. I loved walking through dense forest. I didn’t realize exactly how much I’d missed that, living in the dusty desert of Roswell, until that very moment. The dirt path felt soft beneath my feet. The pine and sequoia trees smelled heavenly, while the twittering and calling of birds were the songs I hadn’t heard in far too long. I’d heard ravens and crows in the desert, of course, but they didn’t sing so much as scold and complain. 
 
    There were bright spots of color where red and yellow flowers had popped their heads out of the ground to take in a breath of fresh air. Other than that, the ground on either side of the path was covered with grass and other green plants. A couple of white butterflies with blue coloring on top of their bodies, reminding me so much of tiny ghosts, flitted across the path. 
 
    Same as I’d found outside the catacombs, signs for Missing Children had been posted on trees along the way. I stopped to look more closely at a few of the posters, to see if they were all for the same kid. They weren’t. There was a boy named Sebastian, seven years old with red hair and freckles. On another poster, a three-year-old girl named Eloise; she had blonde hair and eyeglasses with pink frames. On a third, a five-year-old Asian girl named Ayako with thick black hair and the sweetest smile. There were a lot more. How was that even possible? It was like an entire busload of kids had been kidnapped all at once. 
 
    When I emerged from the forest, I found that the path had led me to the side yard of the Witches House. It looked like a witch’s house in a fairy tale book. Made of gray stucco, it had numerous triangular sections that rose to a point. The roof was covered with wooden shingles and the walls had numerous old-fashioned lattice windows with wooden shutters. There wasn’t any porch. A stone path led right up to a door as black as night. Not finding any knocker, bell or even door handle on the front door, I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    I nearly screamed when a ghostlike face of a woman popped through the door and asked, “Who are you, my dear?” 
 
    If this was a practical joke, I was going to feel like an idiot. Assuming it was probably a spell cast by some enterprising upperclassman, I answered: “I’m Galactic Shade Griffin, here to see Dakota Dunn.” 
 
    As the face disappeared into the wooden door, there was the sound of locks opening with multiple clicks, then the eerie whine of a door swinging open on old creaky hinges. The front hall was narrow and small, a true hallway as opposed to the big main room we had for our entrance. Shadows danced across a simple blue rag rug. A small table held a book and a vase with a single purple flower. 
 
    Stepping inside, I wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    Good Lord. Next thing I knew, that face reappeared attached to a body. She wasn’t quite there, which confused me. It reminded me of something you’d see in my house: a ghost servant or something. But this was the Witches House. She said, “Dakota Dunn will be right down,” and disappeared once again. 
 
    A couple minutes later, I heard someone coming down a flight of stairs and through a hallway. Then Dakota walked into the entranceway where I was waiting. “Hey, Shade! How are you? What do you think of my new place?” 
 
    “It’s awesome. But who is that woman who greeted me?” 
 
    Dakota looked puzzled. “Woman?” 
 
    “Yeah, her face popped through the front door. Then she showed up here after I stepped inside.” 
 
    Dakota laughed. “Oh, that! It was someone’s senior-year project. It’s a spell. Like the witches’ version of Alexa or Google Home.” 
 
    “Ha! That’s brilliant!” 
 
    Dakota shrugged her shoulders. “Well, it’s certainly convenient. Doesn’t matter if we forget our keys. And we don’t have to worry about forgetting to lock the door. Keira takes care of that.” 
 
    “Keira?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, the spellcaster felt the ghost woman needed a name. I’m just glad it wasn’t Hal.” Dakota laughed again. We were definitely getting used to all the unique weird features of our individual houses. Looking at her cell phone, Dakota added, “We’d better hurry before Apple gets here.” 
 
    I followed Dakota up to her room on the second floor. It was such an incredibly cool space. Dakota and her roommate each had half of a large room, same as I had with Natalie. Instead of being divided by bookcases, however, the room was divided by shelves filled with bottles glowing in different colors. Each side of the room had a king-sized bed on a platform, with a large old-fashioned wooden desk underneath. A wooden ladder rested against the side of the platform. Bookcases, a couple of overstuffed chairs and end tables filled the space. A dark blue carpet filled with golden suns, white moons and stars covered most of the wooden floor on each half of the room. Piles of gold satin pillows littered the floor. 
 
    A long wooden table against the back wall of Dakota’s side held snacks and a punch bowl filled with a glowing purple drink. There were also paper plates and cups and bottles with various drinks, both alcoholic and non-alcoholic. 
 
    Except for Apple, I was the last to arrive. I hugged each of my friends. It was so great to see everyone again! 
 
    Finally, Dakota put a finger up to her lips. “Shhh…We need to be quiet now. Apple should be here any minute.” Dropping her voice down to a near whisper, she said, “As soon as Keira tells me Apple’s here, I’ll go down and get her. When I return, wait until I open this door completely and you can clearly see Apple. Then yell, ‘Surprise!’ OK?” 
 
    We all nodded and said things like, “Sure,” “OK,” “Sounds good.” 
 
    I was super-curious about how Keira got in touch with Dakota. I wondered if we’d see it, or if Keira would only be visible to Dakota. 
 
    A couple minutes later, I had my answer. 
 
    Keira’s face popped through the door, followed by her body. Now, that would take some getting used to. Alexa and Google Home were basically speakers that interacted with you. This was the next step: a holographic person that popped in and out of your personal space. 
 
    Keira stood at attention, hands folded in front of her. “Dakota Dunn, Apple Woods is here.” 
 
    Dakota replied, “Good. I’ll go get her. Thanks, Keira.” 
 
    Keira remained in the same position. 
 
    Dakota said, “Oh, right,” then waved her hand toward the holographic spell and up into the air until she pointed at the ceiling, similar to the way you’d swipe something back onto the desktop of an iPad. 
 
    Poor Keira, swiped back into the ether, like a genie forced back into its lamp until summoned once again by its master. 
 
    Turning to us, Dakota put her finger up to her lips once again. “OK, shhhh now. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    She left, closing the door behind her. We waited in silence until the door opened. 
 
    “Surpriiiiiiiiise!” 
 
    Apple looked surprised, all right. 
 
    She looked at Dakota, as though wondering who we were shouting at. 
 
    Dakota put her arm around Apple. “This is for you, my friend. A little celebration before you go into the hospital and get to be, once again, the selkie you were meant to be.” 
 
    Placing her hands over her face, Apple broke into tears. Dakota guided her into the room and closed the door. 
 
    Apple wiped the tears from her cheeks. “You guys are the best. I’ve been a complete emotional mess about having this procedure done. This will take my mind off it.” 
 
    Everyone grabbed snacks and drinks. Turned out the punch simply had special glowing food dye in it, no magical spell or anything. It was delicious, tasted like sweetened grape juice. A few in our group added vodka. I didn’t. I wanted to be stone-cold sober when I went to the hospital with Apple the next day. Apple stayed away from alcohol as well. 
 
    Sitting on the carpet, leaning at times against the gold satin pillows that turned out to be incredibly comfortable, we listened to music and played a couple of card games and a board game. We also stuffed our faces with snacks and washed them down with various drinks. I pictured my stomach glowing purple from all the punch I consumed. 
 
    After we’d hung out for a while, Li broached the subject she had wanted to talk to us about. “Hey, while we’re all together, I wanted to ask you guys about something. You know about my pure-blood faerie sister, right? Well, half-sister, actually…” 
 
    We all nodded. 
 
    Li continued. “Well, I hear certain stuff from her that I probably wouldn’t know about otherwise. She talked a lot over the summer about the catacombs. She seemed almost obsessed with them. I got the impression that she was concerned about something questionable going on down there. She’s a pain and does some stuff I find disturbing, but she’s not actually evil. If she’s concerned about something happening in the catacombs—and I’m guessing she’s referring to the faerie section of the catacombs—I figured we ought to check it out. We vowed to fight this year to end some of the awful things that take place here at Ocean View, right?” 
 
    Maeve nodded throughout Li’s talk. When Li finished, she said, “Yeah. I had the same thing happen over the summer. We went to visit relatives in Ireland. A couple of pure-bloods kept asking if my parents had heard anything about the catacombs at Ocean View. It gave me the creeps, the tone of their voices and all.” 
 
    Summer took a sip of alcohol-infused punch. Her lips looked as though she’d used radioactive purple lipstick. “I say we check it out. We don’t have to go far. We should check it out, though. I know a secret way to get from the shapeshifter section to the faerie section of the catacombs. A bunch of us did it after shifting into fish bodies and swimming through the underwater tunnels down there. It’s fun.” 
 
    Apple clinched the deal for us. Who was going to say no to a friend we weren’t certain would survive her upcoming hospital procedure, especially when what she was volunteering depended on that procedure? The party we were throwing was meant to boost her self-confidence, after all. 
 
    Apple said, “We should do this. I want to do this. It will be the perfect test of my new seal skin. If I can navigate the underwater tunnels of the catacombs in a state where it feels like I’m one with my seal body, my own brain controlling the skin, I’ll know the surgery worked.” 
 
    Seriously, who was going to argue with that? Chickening out after that would have been like announcing you were a total coward. Sure, let Apple risk drowning in the underwater catacombs while I stay back on campus waiting to hear how things turned out. I don’t think so. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    The next day, I went with Apple to the selkie hospital. I walked over to her house an hour before the car was scheduled to arrive. Apple said she needed to talk to me about her procedure. I thought she wanted moral support. It turned out she wanted a whole lot more than that. 
 
    From the moment she opened the front door of the Selkies House to greet me, I could tell she was nervous. She gave me a fleeting smile; then said, “Let’s go upstairs to talk.” 
 
    I followed her in silence through the dimly lit lobby and first-floor hallway, up a flight of stairs and partway down another murky hallway to her room. Apple’s roommate was gone. I realized I’d never actually met her. 
 
    Apple quickly made her bed, so I’d have a place to sit down. Then she walked over to her desk. “I have a huge favor to ask you.” She looked like she was on the verge of tears. Her voice sounded shaky. 
 
    I wanted to say, “Sure. Anything.” After all, this was right before her surgery and Apple was one of my closest friends. She’d helped me get to know Merrik and then to get over him when he treated me like dirt. But something in Apple’s demeanor—maybe everything in Apple’s demeanor—told me I’d better hear her request before agreeing to anything. I remained silent, waiting for her to continue. 
 
    Apple cleared her throat. “My family doesn’t know anything about my surgery.” 
 
    Oh my God, was she asking me to be the one to contact them if she died? 
 
    Apple continued, “They never approved of me going to Ocean View or remaining in human form as long as selkies have to in order to be students here. My mom didn’t speak to me for months after I got accepted. She warmed up a bit before I left for college, but we didn’t totally mend things. So, of course, I never told them about my seal body getting destroyed.” Tears flowed down Apple’s cheeks. She looked away for a moment, as though lost in thought. “I also never told them that I’m getting a new seal body. Maybe I’ll tell them eventually; but for now, as far they’ll know, my new seal body will be my old one. I was very, very lucky. Emma’s seal body looks almost exactly like mine. There’s a scar on her left cheek, but I can easily make up a story about how I got that.” 
 
    It was news to me that seal bodies varied. I’d always thought of them as exactly the same. I started worrying about Apple’s surgery. What if the new body didn’t feel right to her? What if she never adjusted to it as her own? 
 
    Then Apple explained the favor she needed. “Lots of selkie students at Ocean View go here against the wishes of their parents. Whereas the faeries consider Ocean View a prize placement for their children, selkies consider it dangerous and reckless. Faeries hold positions of power here. Selkies are more like the Untouchables within the human race. We’re allowed here, but we’re ostracized in so many ways. I’m one of the selkies who decided to go here against their parents’ wishes. And now I’m in trouble. I have no ‘next of kin’ to put down on my hospital forms, no one the hospital can contact in case of emergency and no one to visit me while I’m going through the procedure and recovery process. I wondered…” Apple paused before asking the question she was obviously afraid to ask me. “Would it be OK if I put your name on the forms?” 
 
    I let out a sigh, releasing the pent-up emotion that had gathered inside me while trying to figure out how serious a question Apple had for me. “Apple, I’d love to. But you can’t lie about me being next of kin. The hospital will know it’s a lie when I can’t answer basic questions about selkies. I didn’t even know that seal bodies weren’t all the same.” 
 
    Apple looked at me like I had two heads. Or maybe half a head. It was that look I get when other people can’t believe the things I don’t know. “But human bodies are all different…” Apple snapped out of her momentary shock over my stupidity. She waved her hand to the side, as though batting away the concerns she must have had over asking me to be her hospital contact. “What I was leading up to explaining is that I’m far from alone in being an Ocean View selkie without family support. I’m lucky my family never disowned me. That’s happened to a number of other students. The hospital is aware of this. The hospital form actually uses the term ‘next of kin or close friend serving as primary hospital contact.’ I’d like you to be my ‘close friend serving as primary hospital contact.’ Are you OK with that?” 
 
    I felt myself relax. “I could totally do that, Apple. No problem.” 
 
    Apple let out a squeal, jumped out of her seat and gave me a hug. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you! I’m not sure the hospital would have agreed to go through with the procedure without me having a contact. We sign the forms at the hospital.” 
 
    Holy shit. My muscles tensed back up and my mind started running a million miles an hour. Was I going to be the one responsible for handling everything if Apple’s procedure went terribly wrong? Would I also have to notify her family? How would I ever find Apple’s family? 
 
    I gave Apple what I’m pretty sure was a pitifully weak smile. She didn’t seem to notice. She had a lot on her mind and she’d only minutes ago overcome a huge hurdle with my agreeing to be her hospital contact. She grabbed a suitcase out of the closet and filled it with clothing and personal items that had been stacked on her desk. When an alarm sounding like ocean waves and humpback whale songs went off on her cell phone, she said, “Well, it’s time to go. I am soooooo nervous!” 
 
    The driver was a short, stocky guy with thick hair covering his arms as well as his chest, quite visible with the top buttons of his short-sleeve shirt open. When he blinked, a thin extra lid appeared to open and close sideways. I was beginning to notice that a lot of the drivers could very well be shapeshifters. The more I observed and learned about Ocean View, the more it seemed like a strict class structure with all kinds of prejudice was in place. And I no longer felt that ghost whisperers and empaths were at the bottom of the ladder. It dawned on me that that might be because we weren’t that much of a threat. As far as magical powers went, we were pretty tame. I mean, I could hear ghosts until they drove me crazy; but I couldn’t exactly conjure up a ghost and send it after my enemies. I couldn’t even locate Brandon or his family, for God’s sake, or get Brandon to answer me. He came and went as he pleased…and drove me crazy when he felt like it. None of that was under my control. 
 
    The driver didn’t speak much, only when necessary. To both of us: “How are you? Which one of you is Apple Woods?” To Apple: “You’re going to the selkie hospital, is that correct?” When Apple nodded, he said, “Sign here. The school needs verification that I showed up to take you to the hospital.” Lifting the suitcase in and out of the trunk: “I’ll get that.” To both of us: “Have a good day.” And that was it. Dropped us off at the hospital and drove away. 
 
    The hospital reminded me of an aquarium. I have no idea if the architect had designed it that way on purpose, but I couldn’t see it any other way. The outer walls were made of cement painted white. The section that served as the front entrance was oval in shape and only one story high. A massive rectangular high-rise loomed behind it. Blue and green waves had been painted along the bottom of the oval section. Windows covered the front of the high-rise, like eyes to the outside world. Sliding doors interrupted the wave patterns of the entrance, reminding me of a glass mouth. Nom. Nom. Nom. Swallowing up those who dare enter. 
 
    I walked next to Apple as she strode with determination up to the main entrance. Whoooosh. The sliding doors parted with a whisper. We stepped inside, into the belly of the beast. 
 
    The waiting area and patient registration desk were well-lit. Paintings of seascapes and ocean creatures brightened the walls. There were plenty of comfortable seats in the waiting area. OK. So far, so good. 
 
    Apple signed in and filled out some forms at the registration desk. Then we waited. 
 
    Apple pulled out a textbook to read, so I used an app to get the electronic version of my Biology textbook. I decided to learn more about seal bodies. There had never been a better time, actually. 
 
    I discovered in the initial description that seals have webbed feet. Oh my goodness, so that must be why Apple has webbed toes in her human form! It’s a feature that sticks with her. I should have known that. After all, Apple’s my friend. I never really considered how different the lives of all my friends must be, based on their specific biology and magical abilities. I’d go nuts if I woke up one morning and my fingers or toes were stuck together with webbing. Apple would probably feel the same if her webbing suddenly disappeared, freeing her toes to move around as independent digits. 
 
    I’d always considered seals fat and slow. Turns out their bodies are round in the middle but tapered at the ends, allowing them to swim both fast and gracefully. In her human form, Apple was tall and graceful. I’d never pictured her that way in seal form. 
 
    “Apple Woods!” A nurse dressed in blue scrubs and holding an electronic pad was standing in front of a door leading into the medical part of the hospital. 
 
    Apple raised her hand. “Here!” She closed her book and grabbed her suitcase. 
 
    I followed as she walked over to the nurse. 
 
    The nurse, a young black woman with brightly colored fish tattooed along her arms, smiled at Apple. I wondered if the nurse was selkie, human or something else. “Hello, Apple. How are you?” 
 
    Apple answered with one word: “Nervous.” She shivered. 
 
    The nurse smiled again. “That’s perfectly natural. But you’re in very good hands. This hospital is one of the best.” 
 
    I noticed she didn’t add “for selkies.” That seemed odd. I doubted it was one of the best hospitals of any kind. I mean, better than Cedars-Sinai or the Mayo Clinic? Come on, now. 
 
    I realized once again how human-centric my worldview was. Before I knew there were other magical creatures, I knew there were veterinary hospitals; but I never felt the need to specify “for humans” when talking about going to a hospital. No one would ever wonder if I meant I was going to a veterinary hospital. Obviously, when selkies talk about going to the hospital, they don’t need to specify that it’s for selkies. Duh. To them, going to a human hospital would be a nightmare. That’s when they would probably specify “for humans.” To which, their selkie friends would respond with looks of horror. 
 
    While I contemplated all this, Apple had intake checks done—stuff like: blood pressure, temperature, heart rate, oxygen level. I had no idea what numbers were good for a selkie. Honestly, I had no idea what numbers were good for a human. At the doctor’s office, they always said my numbers were fine, so I never paid any attention to what they were. I probably should have learned more about it. My mom talked about having high blood pressure for years; but how high was high, I had no idea. 
 
    The nurse responded to Apple with the same kind of response I always got at the doctor’s: “Everything looks good, Ms. Woods.” Then, snapping on blue gloves and asking Apple to lift her hand, she said, “I’m going to implant your temporary I.D. chip now. Ready?” 
 
    Apple nodded. She seemed used to it. This must be a regular thing in selkie hospitals. 
 
    Picking up a hypodermic needle from a tray I hadn’t noticed before, the nurse stuck the needle into Apple’s hand, in the skin between thumb and pointer finger. Apple winced. 
 
    The nurse said, “All done.” Then she turned to me. “Are you the next of kin?” 
 
    Ohhhh no, you don’t. There’s no way you’re giving me an I.D. chip. It seems ridiculous now that I thought the hospital would actually chip me, but that was my first thought. In human hospitals, only the patients or mothers and their newborn babies get identification bracelets, not everyone who’s next of kin. HaHa. Fear makes you think ridiculous things. 
 
    Apple answered for me. “No. My family doesn’t know anything about the procedure I’m about to have. She’s a close friend serving as my primary hospital contact.” I realized that primary hospital contact must be an official term, same as next of kin. 
 
    The nurse gave Apple a warm, understanding look. In a comforting voice, she said, “That’s fine.” Then she walked me through the electronic forms I needed to fill out. They asked for my contact information, whether or not I understood the basics of the procedure Apple would be undergoing, if I would be available to visit her during the week she’d be in the hospital, if I would be her emergency contact during that time, and for my signature one billion times. 
 
    After I completed the forms, the nurse took the tablet with my information. Turning to Apple, she said, “I’ll take you to the waiting area. An orderly will take you up to your room in a few minutes.” 
 
    She was right about the time. After barely sitting our butts down in the chairs in a small waiting area, an orderly entered the room. “Apple Woods!” 
 
    Apple raised her hand. “Here!” Grabbing her purse and suitcase, she stood up and walked over to the orderly. I followed. 
 
    The orderly was a young man, mid-twenties with blond hair and green eyes. He smiled at us. “I need to verify that you’re Apple Woods.” 
 
    Apple lifted her hand and the man checked for the chip with an electronic device. I wondered if Apple had been in the hospital before. She seemed totally familiar with check-in. 
 
    As I watched him wave the device over Apple’s hand, I noticed that the orderly had webbed fingers. I figured he was a selkie. 
 
    After verifying Apple’s identity, he led us down a wide hallway. The floor was covered with dazzling quartz tiles. Paintings hung along pure white walls and everything was well-lit. The selkie hospital was gorgeous, a far cry from Apple’s dingy campus housing. I wondered if the hospital had a wealthy benefactor, or several for that matter. 
 
    Taking an elevator up to the seventh floor, we discovered that Apple had her own room. It was a really nice room: light blue walls decorated with ocean paintings. Part of the room looked similar to typical hospital rooms for humans; part did not. There was a hospital bed with a metal nightstand next to it, monitors and poles for bags of liquid medicine standing by at the ready, and comfortable chairs for visitors. A TV hung on the wall directly across from the bed. However, all of this took up only half the room. On the other side, there was what I can only describe as an aquarium, one large enough to hold several dolphins…or a seal. Running from the floor to about a foot from the ceiling and covering most of that half of the room with enough space for medical personnel to walk around it, the tank was filled with pale green liquid churned by jets. Bubbles exploded from the force of the jets, reminding me of the bubbly foam produced by waves rushing in toward land. Monitors and other devices I didn’t recognize surrounded the tub, alien sentinels standing guard. 
 
    The orderly smiled at Apple. I felt scared, but only because hospitals are scary places for me and this one felt especially foreign. He told Apple, “There’s a nightgown and bathrobe on the bed for you. Your procedure will take place tomorrow in the operating theater and then you’ll be submerged in that tub over there for several days in your seal body. Any questions?” 
 
    Apple shook her head. “No. No questions. I watched the video the hospital sent me about the procedure.” She looked nervous. 
 
    The orderly said, “Well, I’ll leave you to it, then. A nurse will be in shortly.” 
 
    When the door whooshed closed behind him, Apple grabbed the nightgown off the bed and stepped into the bathroom. When she returned, she was wearing the same kind of embarrassing gown humans wore in our hospitals: a green cotton wrap-around that threatened to open with the slightest movement. Apple picked up the bathrobe made of the same material and put it on. 
 
    As she climbed into bed, I said, “I’d love to see that hospital video you mentioned. I feel like it would help me to know what you’re going through.” 
 
    Apple said, “Sure. You want to watch it now? It’s online. The hospital sent me a link to it.” 
 
    Pulling her cell phone out of her purse, she clicked on a few things, then handed me her phone. I watched in stunned silence throughout the entire time a nurse came in, took Apple’s vitals and recorded them on a chart hanging at the foot of her bed. 
 
    Apple was going to have brain surgery followed by floating in the tank in her room for four days. Disclaimers included: possible brain damage, coma, stroke, heart attack and death, although the risk of any of those happening was small. 
 
    Oh, my God. Apple must really miss being one with her seal body to go through with this. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I should have agreed to be her primary hospital contact. What would I actually do if things went horribly wrong? I had no idea whatsoever how to contact Apple’s family. Would I need to contact the college? Would I be held liable? 
 
    I banished those thoughts. I wanted to ask Apple about my concerns, but I couldn’t find the words. I mean, what do you say? Hey, in case you die, what do you want me to do? That would just frighten Apple and she needed to be as optimistic and positive as possible before putting her mind and body through her upcoming procedure. 
 
    When I finished watching the video, I had trouble looking Apple in the eye. I didn’t want her to detect the petrifying fear I felt. She solved my problem by looking cheery and excited. “So, what do you think? Pretty amazing, huh?” 
 
    I decided to ask how she felt. “Are you scared?” 
 
    Apple laughed. “Hell, yeah! Isn’t everyone afraid of surgery?” 
 
    Well, she had a point. That was certainly true. 
 
    The same nurse who had checked on Apple while I’d been watching the video returned, this time to talk to both of us. She pointed at a cot resting against a wall. Speaking to Apple, she said, “If you’d like Shade to stay here tomorrow night…” Smiling at me, she continued, “…and if you’d like to stay, there’s a cot over there for you. You can stay the rest of the week, if you’d like.” 
 
    I felt incredibly conflicted. Apple had permission to take a week off from classes and to make up everything she missed; I didn’t. 
 
    When the nurse left, Apple said, “Don’t worry. I know you have classes next week. I don’t expect you to stay here the entire time. Is it possible for you to check in on me every day, though? I’m going to be unconscious during surgery tomorrow and for four full days afterward. They take me while I’m still under anesthesia from the surgical room and place me in that tank over there…” She looked over at it with a worried expression. “Before the anesthesia wears off, they pump medicine into the water that will keep me unconscious. Well, mostly unconscious. Apparently, I’ll dream; but none of my dreams will be scary.” 
 
    All that had been covered in the video. Although it was frightening, the success rate of the procedure was high. “I’ll definitely visit you every day, Apple. I’d love to do that. If it’s OK with you, I probably won’t stay overnight, though, just ’cause it’s the beginning of the school year and I have so many assignments to work on. I sleep better in my own bed.” I explained then about the faerie-designed curtains that formed my bed canopy and how they worked. 
 
    Apple stiffened. “I’d be nervous about anything made by faeries to protect you. They can’t be trusted.” She relaxed her shoulders a bit. “I completely understand about your busy schedule, though. I’m absolutely fine with you visiting during the day. That’s perfect.” 
 
    I didn’t want to upset Apple. I knew how badly the pure-blood faeries had treated her. I tried to be sensitive. “Maeve and Li are great. There are obviously good and bad members in every group.” Then I thought of something else I could do. “Apple, would you like me to take photographs of you in the tank? I could write an article for our college newspaper, explaining what selkies have to go through when their seal bodies are destroyed.” 
 
    Apple whipped her head around to face me, her eyes going wide with fear. “No! Please don’t do that! Everything about this hospital is kept quiet. If you were to advertise what goes on here, I’m sure the hospital would be attacked. Please don’t do that!” 
 
    I felt really bad I’d been so stupid. I apologized immediately and agreed not to put anything in the school paper. 
 
    Apple relaxed. “You know, I’d love to have photos of the process, though. If you want to take pictures for me, I’d really appreciate that.” 
 
    I promised lots of photos. 
 
    We chatted a bit more, watched a couple of TV shows and movies, had lunch and dinner. Then it was time for Apple to begin fasting, and to have more tests and pre-op work done. I gave her a huge hug and told her I’d be back the next day before she went into surgery. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    In order to keep my mind from obsessing on all the ways things could go wrong for Apple, I decided to contact people I needed to interview for my Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds class. That way, I’d take my mind off my concerns while getting a head start on homework. 
 
    I needed to interview: a non-magical human with an interesting story, an empath, a ghost whisperer, a witch, a faerie, a selkie and a shapeshifter. My suitemates from last year filled most of those categories. 
 
    I knew I wanted to interview Apple after her surgery for my selkie interview, no doubt about that. I hoped she’d be willing to do it. 
 
    For empath, I contacted Kai. 
 
    For witch, I asked Dakota. 
 
    For faerie, I was torn between Li Zhang and Maeve O’Keefe. Thank God, the interview didn’t need to be with pure-bloods. There was no way I was ever going to write up an interview with a pure-blood faerie. What if I got something wrong? They’re liable to put a spell on me that turns me into a warthog or something. Or simply glamour me to look and smell like one. No thanks. Just give me an F. I decided to ask Maeve. She’s second-generation from Ireland and after the stories I made up in high school about seeing faeries in Ireland (total lies, as I’ve never been there and had never seen faeries back then) I thought interviewing her would give me the opportunity to learn about the reality of faeries in Ireland. 
 
    For shapeshifter, I asked Trinity Carr. I was torn between Trinity and Summer Rain Simmons. In the end, I flipped a coin. Heads, I’d ask Trinity. Tails, I’d ask Summer. My bright shiny penny landed heads up, good ol’ Abe Lincoln looking off into the distance after choosing Trinity for my interview. 
 
    I texted everyone to ask about the interview. Everyone agreed and we set dates and times. Phew. A huge assignment practically all planned out. 
 
    For the non-magical human with an interesting story, I decided to contact my mom. I gave her a call; but halfway through, I wished I’d contacted anyone else on the planet. 
 
    Me (after talking with my Aunt Hazel who answered the phone): “Hi, Mom. How are you doing?” 
 
    Mom: “Not so good. I’m feeling tired today.” 
 
    Me (feeling worried about her heart condition): “Oh, no. I’m so sorry. Did you see the doctor?” 
 
    Mom: “Oh, no, it’s nothing like that. I saw the cardiologist last week. Everything’s fine. I’m fit as a fiddle. I just stayed up too late last night, playing cards with your Aunt Hazel and talking about our trip.” 
 
    Me: “What trip?” 
 
    Mom: “Oh, didn’t I tell you? Oh, that’s right! I was supposed to call you about that!” 
 
    Mom’s voice muffled, her hand obviously over her cell phone speaker, talking to my aunt: “Yeah, I know I was supposed to. I got busy on that painting, remember?” 
 
    Mom, back to her conversation with me: “I was going to call you, Shade. Your Aunt Hazel and I booked our cruise from right before Christmas to shortly after New Year’s. We decided to go on a Christmas Cruise. It looks amazing. They’ll have a gingerbread village, lots of Christmas trees and Christmas caroling right on the ship.” 
 
    Me, with tears in my eyes and nothing to say: 
 
    Mom: “Shade, are you still there?” 
 
    Me, trying to keep my voice from shaking and my mom from knowing I’m crying: “Yes, I’m here. What am I supposed to do over Christmas?” 
 
    Mom: “I figured you’d be busy this year. Don’t you do a semester abroad?” 
 
    Me: “Yeah, next year. And I don’t think it includes Christmas.” 
 
    Aunt Hazel (after my mom must have handed her the phone or my aunt took it away from her): “Hi, Shade. This is your Aunt Hazel. Let me just step outside for a minute…OK, I’m back. I’m so sorry you found out this way. I told your mom to call you and talk it over with you. I thought she did. We can cancel the cruise, if you’d like. No problem whatsoever. This is a huge misunderstanding. I thought you might not be coming home this Christmas.” 
 
    Me: “No, that’s fine. It would be better for me to stay here, anyway. There’s a lot to do sophomore year.” 
 
    Aunt Hazel: “Are you coming home for Thanksgiving?” 
 
    Me: “I’m not sure. That’s a very short break: just a weekend. I’ll let you know.” 
 
    Aunt Hazel: “Should I put your mom back on the phone?” 
 
    Me: “No. That’s OK. I’ll call her later.” 
 
    I clicked off my phone just in time for the dam of emotion to break. Crawling into the sanctuary of my canopy bed, I yanked the curtains closed for privacy. It would have been a real bonus if those curtains could have blocked out the ghosts of all my mom’s hurtful actions. This was one of the worst. She’d been so upset about my leaving for college, I’d reminded her I’d be home for Thanksgiving and Christmas. But she didn’t need me anymore. She had my Aunt Hazel and all she’d ever wanted was a crutch. I’d always been more of a crutch than a daughter to her, at least once I was no longer young enough to be what she considered a burden. She was such a child! 
 
    Pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them, I wept until I had nothing left. 
 
    When I finally stopped sobbing, I decided I’d ask Mary Jane Smith, my old friend from the town we lived in before moving to the Victorian house in Pennsylvania, to do the interview. She was my friend who’d loved going to haunted houses with me long before I’d actually moved into one, my friend with the ordinary American-as-apple-pie name I’d always envied before coming to Ocean View. She was as human as human could be. 
 
    I called Mary Jane. She was happy to hear from me. We chatted for a while and she agreed to do the interview the next day by text message. I figured I’d conduct the interview while visiting Apple. Apple would be unconscious and submerged in the tank after surgery, so I wouldn’t be able to talk to her then. I’d just be there for moral support and to photograph her journey for her own private records. 
 
    I’d calmed down and wiped away my tears by the time Natalie returned to the room. I’d decided she’d be the ghost whisperer I’d ask for an interview. She came from a long line of ghost whisperers, a family who had political power at the college. I figured she’d have some interesting, insightful information to share, if I could get her to talk. 
 
    I opened the curtains, hopped out of bed and went over to Natalie’s side to ask if she’d be willing to be interviewed. To my stunned surprise, she said, “Sure. Want to do it right now? You interview me and I interview you?” 
 
    Seriously? Didn’t she want an A? Or at least a B? I didn’t have any interesting information to share. I warned her: “You should probably interview someone more interesting. Your grade might depend on that.” 
 
    Natalie laughed. “I’ll do a decent job, don’t worry.” When I stood there, looking like an idiot, she added teasingly, “We don’t have to do interesting beings, you know, just those who fit the assigned categories.” 
 
    I was always caught off-guard when magic school turned out to be ordinary. Here, we had an assignment that included interviewing five types of magical creatures…well, six if you count ghost whisperers, which I often don’t because I think of myself as a human being with a weird ability, nothing more…and it’s Ho-hum…Yawn…let’s get this thing over with. 
 
    I laughed back. “OK, then. Let’s do it. You get to interview the boring person.” 
 
    Natalie raised her eyebrows. “Boring ghost whisperer. Let’s keep our classifications straight. The term person better describes our non-magical human with an interesting story.” Once again, she laughed; but I sincerely hoped she was only teasing about “boring” and hadn’t sized me up that way. 
 
    I’d try to spice things up, although I swore: No more ridiculous stories like the ones I told in high school about a fictitious grandmother taking me on a fake vacation where I claimed I saw faeries I didn’t even know existed. 
 
    We had eight questions to ask in each interview. Natalie’s answers gave me real insight into her life and the lives of other students coming from ghost whispering families. 
 
    Here’s how she answered… 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Natalie Zamora. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m a sophomore at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    Ghost whispering. 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    I knew it since birth…or at least since I was old enough to understand it with language, I guess. As far back as I can remember, we had ghosts flitting around our house, holding conversations with my mom and dad, talking to me, telling me stories. One time when my mom had the flu and my dad was away on a business trip, the ghost of a great-aunt on my mom’s side of the family played toys with me and read books to me at naptime and bedtime. It was fun, but nothing out of the ordinary for me. My parents taught me as I got older and ready to go off to school to never talk about the ghosts in our house to anyone outside our family. They told me that people wouldn’t understand. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Yes. When I was a teenager, I told a close friend about my ability. When we had a falling out, she used that against me by telling everyone that I was crazy because I claimed to see ghosts. I denied telling her that, but some people believed her and my parents grounded me for a month for confiding in her about something they told me to keep secret. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    Well…yeah. I asked a poltergeist who happened to be staying with my family at the time to pay a surprise visit on the friend I just mentioned. She skipped school the rest of the week. Let’s just say she was a believer in ghosts after her little lesson. I’m not proud of that, by the way. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    After my best friend’s grandmother died…we were only seven years old…I contacted her grandmother and asked her to appear to my friend. I never told Brianna that I did that, but I was glad when it helped her to feel less sad. I’ve done that kind of thing a lot of times. I guess it makes the world a better place, at least for people I know. 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    To graduate from Ocean View and then work professionally as a ghost whisperer. If I can’t find a job doing that, maybe I’ll set up shop as a psychic helping people get in touch with loved ones who have died. There’s a lot of money to be made in that. 
 
      
 
    Natalie was so darn comfortable with being a ghost whisperer, it didn’t seem like she thought of it as anything unusual or extraordinary. She had a talent like other people have artistic or literary or mathematical talents and one day she’d figure out how to make money from it. End of story. 
 
    I felt less foolish in comparison to her after she interviewed me. She was blown away by the fact that I’d saved kidnapped girls and become a hometown hero while in high school. She also said she envied my having enough artistic and writing talents to create graphic novels, to write for local and high school newspapers and to design an online forum. She said I’d be a real asset to Ocean View’s newspaper club. That boosted my self-confidence, for sure. I stopped feeling like poor Cinderella before the ball, living in a house with wealthy stepsisters. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    The next day was a mixture of the sublime and the ridiculous. I was incredibly grateful for the ridiculous, to help me deal with the emotional intensity of the sublime. Although to selkies, the latter was simply modern-day surgery—complex and brilliant, yes, but nothing magical. 
 
    I set my alarm to wake up in time to see Apple a couple of hours before her surgery. 
 
    I had nightmares throughout the night. In one, the ocean turned jet-black from a powerful poison that killed all sea life. I woke up covered in sweat and screaming after watching a mermaid take in the black substance through her gills and then asphyxiate from lack of oxygen. After struggling in my sleep to scream, I must have only done that in a short burst in the real world. Natalie stirred, but didn’t wake up. I went into the bathroom, got a drink of water and went back to bed. A couple of hours later, I dreamt I was in an aquarium. I got asked to put on a wet suit to feed the fish in a large tank because the person who usually did that was very sick. I tried saying no; but the next thing I knew, I was swimming in the tank in a bright yellow wet suit. At that moment, everything went pitch-black. When the lights came back on, I found myself face-to-face with a shark, its mouth wide open, revealing monstrous teeth. Again, I woke up covered in sweat, letting out a single scream. 
 
    When my alarm went off, I felt consumed by premonition that Apple was about to make the biggest mistake of her life. I sat at the edge of my bed, debating whether or not I should try persuading her to cancel the surgery. In the end, I decided there was no use in doing that. The risk of anything going wrong with the procedure was small. A new seal skin was her only chance of ever swimming with her family and selkie friends again. I really couldn’t stand in her way because I was afraid. And it would be terrible of me to frighten her when she was depending on me for emotional support. 
 
    Sighing, I went into the bathroom. The warm, steamy shower washed away the horrors my mind had conjured during the night. Brushing my teeth and combing my hair afterward in a bathroom filled with floral-scented mist cleared my head and gave me a brighter outlook. This was Apple’s big week and I was going to be there for her. 
 
    I gathered up everything I had planned to take to the hospital: my cell phone, laptop, drawing tablets and colored pencils. I figured I’d sketch Apple as well as take photos. 
 
    I grabbed breakfast downstairs in our dining room: scrambled eggs, sausage links, orange juice and tea. I needed the sustenance. 
 
    Then I headed over to the hospital. 
 
    Apple was so happy to see me, I was glad I came early. Pointing to the TV, she said, “Look. Miyasaki’s Ponyo is on this channel.” 
 
    Wow, that was certainly serendipitous. 
 
    Apple said, “Did you know it was based on Hans Christian Anderson’s The Little Mermaid?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. I just know it’s about a goldfish princess who turns herself into a human girl.” 
 
    We watched Ponyo straight through to the end. As the end credits started to roll, a nurse entered the room. “OK, Miss Apple, it’s time to get you ready.” 
 
    Apple pressed the remote to turn off the TV. 
 
    The nurse asked, “Was that Ponyo?” 
 
    Apple told her it was. The nurse commented while taking Apple’s blood pressure, “I love that movie. Kind of resonates with us selkie folks, huh?” Removing the cuff from Apple’s arm, she added, “And now we need to bring back your ability to swim in the sea, am I right?” She gave Apple a warm smile. 
 
    Apple smiled back. 
 
    I was so happy at that moment that I hadn’t brought all my drama into the hospital and dumped my fears on Apple. She needed the procedure she was about to have, and she needed to feel optimistic about it. 
 
    An orderly entered the room with a wheelchair. He was a friendly guy, made us feel at ease right away. 
 
    I walked beside Apple and the orderly as they chatted about her experience in the hospital so far. In response to Apple’s questions, the orderly talked about his work at the selkie hospital and other medical facilities. Turned out he wasn’t selkie; he was human. I found that fascinating! I wondered how a human got to work at a place like that. 
 
    Apple’s first destination was the pre-operative holding area. She was asked to climb up on an examination table using a footstool. Nurses took her vital signs, ran tests and attached an IV. The anesthesiologist stopped by to introduce herself and ask if Apple had any questions. The surgeon stopped by to do the same. Last but certainly not least, the Aquatic Brain Synchronization Specialist stopped by. Turns out that was the doctor who would monitor Apple the whole time she was in the tank and do the medical procedures necessary to synch her brain up with the new seal body. The seal brain would be wiped clean of Emma’s memories as well as her automatic brain responses and replaced with Apple’s. Over time as Apple swam in the ocean in her seal form, she’d build up new aquatic memories. Those would synch up with the memories Apple already had of swimming in her old seal body. The human brain and apparently the selkie brain abhor discrepancies or “cognitive dissonance,” as the specialist explained. Apple would feel more and more at home in Emma’s seal body as time went on. It would never feel like she was in another person’s body. It would simply feel the way you do as you get older: more and more comfortable in your own body, increasingly more comfortable with who you are, even though your body goes through many changes. 
 
    Jeez. I felt seriously in need of a procedure like that, right inside my own body. I wanted to ask if she’d consider opening up a facility with human doctors to help all us misfits fit into our own bodies and become comfortable with ourselves. For humans, that could take an eternity. I’d finally gotten to the point where I could accept my full name, Galactic Shade Griffin, but that was about it. 
 
    The Aquatic Brain Synchronization Specialist had an interesting look. Hair dyed in mermaid colors: turquoise, green and blue with white and golden highlights. Gorgeous, colorful sleeve tattoos on both arms with a myriad of different images. She was wearing surgical scrubs and white cloth booties over her shoes, so I assumed she’d be present in the operating room. I asked about that. 
 
    She said, “Absolutely. I’ll see firsthand exactly how Apple’s responding to synchronization that needs to take place before she’s put into the aquatic tank.” Placing her hand gently on Apple’s shoulder, she added, “We want to make sure everything’s as perfect as can be. You’re in excellent hands here. Your surgeon is one of the best.” 
 
    When she left, Apple said, “I really like her. I feel really good about everything now.” 
 
    To my surprise, I realized I did, too. I shared that with Apple. “I think you’re going to be so happy you did this.” 
 
    Several nurses in scrubs wheeled in a gurney and told Apple it was time. They said I could walk with them into the hallway outside the surgical area if I’d like. 
 
    Apple gave me a pleading look, so, of course, I agreed. 
 
    When they told me I could say goodbye to Apple, I held her hand for a minute and said something encouraging. I have no idea what I said; but Apple smiled, so I assume it was good. 
 
    When one of the nurses told Apple to count down from 100, I suddenly noticed that the IV pole was being wheeled alongside Apple’s stretcher. Of course it was. Duh. It would be awfully weird…not to mention, impossible…having IV lines snaking through the hospital from the spot where the patient had initially been attached to it. 
 
    Apple stared at the ceiling. “100…99…98…” 
 
    Oh. My. God. Her eyes rolled back in her head. Was that normal? My heart started beating out of control. I felt light-headed for a moment, then forced myself to control my impulsive fear reactions. 
 
    Everyone around me was carrying on like everything was OK. These were the medical professionals. I was the idiot Apple had turned to for emotional support. First order of business: Get my emotions under control. 
 
    One of the nurses spoke to me, letting me know what came next. “We’re heading into the operating room now. If you go back where we came from, one of the nurses will show you to the waiting room where you’ll receive regular updates on Apple’s progress. She’ll be in surgery for about four hours, give or take.” 
 
    Four hours? I was speechless. I wanted to wrestle the gurney away from them, save my friend from the fate of all my horrible premonitions. 
 
    I was no longer the nurses’ concern. They moved quickly down the rest of the hallway and through the double doors leading into the surgical area, pulling Apple in her gurney and wheeling the IV pole. That pole seemed like her robotic NPC character now, following along, helping her through the role she’d chosen to play. 
 
    I imagined for a split second that Apple was now part of the matrix, her body supplying energy to the selkie hospital. 
 
    I made myself stop imagining that. I swear I needed a procedure to synchronize my brain with normalcy, to tone down my overactive imaginary fears. 
 
    After I got settled in the waiting area is when the ridiculous part of my day began. 
 
    I texted Mary Jane to see if she was ready to start the interview. Fifteen minutes later, her answer popped up: Yup. Totally ready. 
 
      
 
    Here’s how the interview went. Mary Jane is hilarious and so refreshingly a normal human being. I needed that just then. 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Mary Jane Smith. I’m nothing but a plain Jane. (Here, Mary Jane inserted a bazillion emojis, which made her answer funnier than it actually was. I replied that she was not a plain Jane and confessed that I’d always been jealous of her normal name when I was always getting mocked for having a weird one. At which point, Mary Jane replied: I always loved your name. Plus your mom gave it to you based on outer space ideas. After which, she added outer space alien and rocket ship emojis. I replied with poop emojis because I’m just that eloquent, and Mary Jane answered with a laughing-so-hard-there-are-tears emoji. As you can see, this was very different than my interview with Natalie.) 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m a sophomore at my local community college. I’m not sure what I want to major in yet, so I’m taking basic courses that most four-year colleges require. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    I have a few. I can balance a spoon on the tip of my nose. I can walk with books on top of my head for any length of time and they never fall off. I can play the piano. I have a talent for doing hair and makeup. And I can burp on command. (At this point in the interview, Mary Jane sent me a video of her burping on command to the beat of Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star. I was taking a sip of Coke at the time and almost spit it out in front of everybody in the waiting room. I ended up sending Coke through my nose, which burned something awful, trying to keep from laughing out loud in public. When I started coughing like crazy, the person next to me asked if I was all right. I nodded and grabbed a tissue from the box on a nearby table. Eventually, the cough subsided and I continued with the interview.) 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    I tried doing this stuff and found out I could. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Yes, one of them did. I burped a bunch of times real loud on a dare during choir practice at school. I got ten bucks for the dare, but I also got detention, which led to my parents grounding me for a week. It was a horrible week. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    Yes. I told you about the burping incident. When I first started working on my hairdressing abilities, my grandmother let me dye her hair blond. I told her I was a lot more experienced than I was. Well, I’d never dyed anyone’s hair blond before then. I messed up real bad and her hair ended up having ugly green patches. Lots of people like green tint, but my grandma’s didn’t look right and she was pretty upset. (She messaged a photo to me at that point. Trust me, no one would like the look Mary Jane gave her grandmother. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she had moldy hair.) 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I let my hair grow real long, cut most of it off myself and donated it to an organization that makes wigs for cancer patients. And I do my friends’ hair and makeup for free lots of times. (Here, she sent a Snapchat picture of herself with multi-colored makeup streaks running down her face. It wasn’t makeup; it was a ridiculous filter that made her look like a crying clown. Once again, I had to struggle to keep myself from laughing out loud.) 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    To decide what I want to do after graduating from community college. I might go on to a four-year college, maybe for nursing, or I might get training to be a hairdresser after community college. 
 
      
 
    After the interview, we texted back and forth for a while. Mary Jane wanted to hear all about the college I was going to. She hadn’t even known that I’d gone off to college, and I hadn’t known what she was doing. We’d lost touch after I got wrapped up in all the things I’d experienced after Annie went missing. I’d met Mary Jane way back before my junior year of high school, a part of my life that seemed eons in the past. 
 
    I made up a college name, claimed it was a California state college and hoped she wouldn’t check. I said I was majoring in Journalism. Then I changed the subject to haunted houses. I asked if she’d found any new ones. Turned out she’d taken a job working as an actor in a haunted house at a local amusement park the same Halloween that Annie had gone missing. 
 
    I found myself no longer jealous of Mary Jane’s name, but jealous of her entire life instead. She didn’t hear ghosts, she was unlikely to ever fall in love and get dumped by a merman, and she’d been having fun as an actor in a haunted house while I was trying to rescue Annie from a real-life nightmare. 
 
    After Mary Jane had to go to meet up with friends (something that made me feel incredibly sad, as I felt her normal life had moved on without me and left me in the dust) I took out my drawing tablet and colored pencils. I set about drawing Apple on the gurney as I remembered her being wheeled into the operating room. It looked scary. I couldn’t decide if a streak of morbidity affected my artwork or if I’d just started seeing things the way they really were. 
 
    A few hours and a stack of drawings later, the surgeon came out of the operating room to speak with me. “Your friend is doing very well. The surgery’s over. She’ll be moved to the tank in her room shortly and you’ll be able to visit her there. An orderly will take you to her room as soon as Apple’s settled in her tank.” 
 
    I thanked the surgeon and packed up my things. 
 
    Half an hour later, the orderly brought me up to Apple’s room. 
 
    I don’t know exactly what I’d expected. I obviously hadn’t thought things through. I expected to see Apple floating around in her tank, her red hair floating all around her pale, freckled face, like those posed model portraits photographed underwater. I pictured her wearing something sleeveless, I guess, her tattooed arms adding to the beauty of the underwater scene. 
 
    What I found when I entered Apple’s hospital room was a big fat seal floating around in the tank in what looked like a sleeping state, but was, of course, an unconscious state. It had brown fur all over its body, and it had long whiskers and flippers. 
 
    After pacing the room for a bit, I dragged a chair over to the tank, sat down and did what I promised Apple: took photos with my cell phone and started sketching her. 
 
    I stood up and looked more closely at the face of the animal in the tank. Its eyes were closed. I had a hard time believing that Apple was inside that body. The sense of unreality ranked right up there with witnessing shifter battles back in Roswell. Those were more shocking because they were violent. But this felt more surreal because the seal was asleep and I had to convince myself it was actually my friend, Apple. My brain was screaming: No way! 
 
    I made five sketches, then packed up my things to leave. In case Apple was aware of her surroundings, I cupped my hands against the front wall of her tank and said, “Bye, Apple. You’re doing great! I’ll be back tomorrow.” 
 
    Was she doing great? Honestly, I had no idea; but friendly encouragement never hurt anyone. 
 
    On my way out of the hospital, I saw a bunch of Missing Child posters on bulletin boards. It suddenly dawned on me that a lot of children were missing and there was a fairly organized campaign to find them. I hadn’t heard anything on the news yet, but I started to worry. Was there a kidnapper or a bunch of kidnappers in the area? I thought back to Annie and all the girls who’d been kidnapped from our high school. I decided I’d look into the situation around Ocean View. 
 
    As I stepped through the sliding front doors of the hospital, I texted Kai and Annie: u guys want 2 go 4 a walk on the beach? 
 
    Annie said: yes! 
 
    Kai asked: what time? 
 
    You can tell who’s a freshman. Freshmen have less responsibilities on campus and always think they have lots of time to get their assignments done. Also, they’re a lot more starry-eyed about local attractions. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    When we got to the beach, Annie faced the opposite direction from where we’d walked last time. She pointed. “What’s down that way?” 
 
    Kai laughed. “More beach.” 
 
    I said, “Well, yeah, more beach. But there are other interesting things as well.” I debated whether or not I should tell Annie about the fish canning factory. She’d been through a lot of trauma and that place was highly disturbing. Also, she was a freshman in love with Ocean View and I wondered if I should tarnish her present view through rose-colored glasses. 
 
    I decided: what the hell. I still loved Ocean View and I’d discovered the factory during my freshman year. It just gave me a better understanding of my environment. 
 
    With Annie waiting for me to elaborate, I said, “I know of two things down that way. One is a great restaurant on the beach. The other, if you climb a flight of stairs like the one behind my old dorm, is a rather disturbing place. It used to be a canning factory where they actually canned merpeople. The humans who hunted the merfolk nicknamed it The Castle by the Sea, but that place is no castle. It’s more like a building of horrors. It’s abandoned now.” 
 
    Kai looked down at the ground. “Oh, yeah, right. That place…” 
 
    Annie stared at me, speechless, while she weighed the options in her mind. Finally, she said, “Can I see it? I’m a lot stronger than I used to be. I’m curious now.” 
 
    I studied her face. I sure hoped she was ready. “All right. Follow me.” 
 
    The walk down the beach was heavenly, even if our destination wasn’t. The waves rolled in and crashed against the sand. Birds called out to each other as they drifted on the wind. Clouds drifted as well, in cottony silence. We saw both dolphins and whales, which was glorious. 
 
    When we reached the bottom of the rickety wooden staircase that led up to the cliff where the canning factory was located, I asked Annie and Kai if they were sure they wanted to climb it and go through with visiting the factory. They both said yes. I warned them to be careful on the stairs. 
 
    As we made our ascent, the staircase wobbled, threatening to tear itself away from the side of the cliff, sending us plummeting to the sand like rag dolls tossed away by a petulant child. Annie shrieked several times. Kai yelled, “Whoooa!” as she gripped the railing and tried to maintain her balance. 
 
    When we stepped onto land at the top of the cliff, the staircase creaked and moaned before settling back against the dirt wall. 
 
    We ignored the menacing sounds, moving forward instead. 
 
    Annie spotted the building first. “What is that? That’s gorgeous!” 
 
    I forgot how magnificent the outside looked from a distance. “That’s the building I told you about. It looks like a castle on the outside, but it’s not that at all—well, not unless you’re talking about Vlad the Impaler’s castle.” 
 
    I stopped walking, to let Annie take in the last glimpse of beauty we’d see for a while. The stone walls and stained glass windows looked impressive from our vantage point. Finally, I said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    When we reached the building, I pointed to a stained glass window where merpeople were being hung by their hands above conveyor belts. 
 
    Annie flinched. “What is that?” 
 
    I studied the expressions on the faces of the merfolk. “It’s what was done here.” I looked over at Annie. “You sure you still want to go inside?” 
 
    Annie nodded. “Sure. We’ve come this far. And judging by that staircase, we’ve risked our lives by doing so.” 
 
    Kai laughed before looking deadly serious about the adventure ahead. 
 
    I took everyone around to the back. There, I pushed open the arch-shaped blue door that screamed on its hinges and stepped inside. 
 
    Annie gagged. “Oh my God, what is that smell?” She quickly covered her nose with her arm. 
 
    The stink was atrocious. I’d forgotten to warn her. “That’s the smell of the slaughter that took place here. A lot of slaughter. The place got closed down, but it never got cleaned up. You OK?” 
 
    Annie nodded. 
 
    Both Annie and Kai placed a hand over their nose. I did the same, leading the way through a dusty hallway into the main room. 
 
    Flap-flap! Flap-flap! Flap-flap! 
 
    Annie screamed. 
 
    Something passed by overhead. 
 
    Shit. I’d forgotten about the damn pigeons. “I’m so sorry, Annie. I forgot about all the things that freaked me out the first time I was here. They’re just pigeons.” 
 
    Annie gave a nervous laugh. “No problem.” 
 
    As we entered the main room, I gave Annie and Kai a moment to take it all in. I said, “Look at all the merpeople fins. They’re on the conveyor belt and stacked up on the floor.” 
 
    Kai sucked in her breath, then let out a sigh. “This really is horrific.” 
 
    At that moment, the ghost of Nereida appeared, floating in front of the conveyor belt, her mermaid tail moving back and forth as though it were a motor giving her lift. “Hello, Shade. How are you?” 
 
    I was surprised to see her. “I’m fine. How are you?” 
 
    A discussion between mermaid ghost and living human. I handled it like a normal, everyday occurrence. Ghost whisperers are weird. 
 
    Nereida swished her tail through the air without impact, no stirring of the dust that coated the conveyor belt and mermaid parts below her. She ignored my question. She had a query of her own. “Have you checked in on my children?” 
 
    I made a bunch of excuses, which revealed the guilt I felt. “Not yet. I’m planning to. I just returned to college. It’s the beginning of my sophomore year. Classes haven’t even started yet. I had a pretty tight schedule during Orientation Week.” 
 
    Tears flowed down Nereida’s face, like rain dripping through clouds. “It must be nice. Orientation Week.” 
 
    Was that sarcasm? I wasn’t sure how to respond. I played dumb, but made sure to downplay the awesome parts of the week. “It’s been OK. Next week, I start classes.” 
 
    Nereida changed the subject. “No one cares about this place. Your college owns it, you know.” 
 
    Kai said, “Oh, wow…” 
 
    I looked around. “What do you mean? Ocean View ran this factory?” I was horrified. I felt I’d need to hand back my scholarship and leave the school. 
 
    Nereida shook her head. “No, not at all. When they purchased the land, they got everything on it, including this building. It’s entirely possible that no one in the current administration is even aware of its existence. It would be in the land deed, but it’s not like every generation of administrators studies the document. Can I ask you to do two things for me?” 
 
    Oh, God. Nereida hadn’t even cried for me to find her this time. What was happening? Had I become a ghost whisperer on call 24/7? Or was this simply the result of my entering the factory and running into her? 
 
    I looked down at the ground rather than directly at Nereida, in an attempt to hint that I wasn’t thrilled about any new responsibilities. 
 
    She didn’t seem fazed by my lame attempts to influence her. “I need you to keep an eye on my children. They’ve been admitted to Ocean View. They’re the first merpeople to be admitted. Things won’t be easy for them. They need a guardian angel.” 
 
    I looked up to catch Nereida smiling warmly at me. 
 
    Say what now? Wouldn’t a ghost friend of hers be better at being a guardian angel than I ever could? Or was she just trying to butter me up, play to my ego? I’d spent my entire childhood caring for my mother. Taking care of those in trouble was as much a part of me as my own blood and bones or genetics. Did Nereida know that? 
 
    I agreed, once again, to check up on Dylan and Delmara. It was incredible that they were students at Ocean View. They’d come a long way since the time I’d first met them and discovered the great lengths Mrs. Crawford had gone to protect them. 
 
    Nereida flew around the room, then came back to her original spot. “My second request is that you contact the Ocean View administration and file an official request to clean up this building and turn it into a place where students can meet. If you have a student group you’re part of, you could request that this be available only to them. I want that group to allow Dylan and Delmara to stay here whenever they want to. Things are about to happen at Ocean View which will put them in danger. I don’t think I’ll be around here much longer. I’m not sure, but that’s how it feels to me.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to speak. 
 
    Nereida vanished like steam dissipating into the air around her. 
 
    Grrrrrr! I found it so incredibly frustrating how ghosts just appeared and disappeared whenever they felt like it. I’d thought that was unique to Brandon, but apparently it wasn’t. 
 
    The whole way back to campus, Kai and Annie and I discussed how we could fulfill Nereida’s requests. As far as the canning factory went, Kai reminded me that we’d taken a pledge along with Apple at the end of our freshman year to change the political atmosphere at the college, to create more equality between the five houses. This was our chance. We’d have our own building if the college agreed to it. And that would allow us to clean up the mess from the slaughter of merpeople that had taken place inside that building. 
 
    Sigh. I thought about Apple floating around inside the seal body of the woman who had adopted Dylan and Delmara, and how Emma Crawford had given up her selkie existence to live as a human. I thought about the risk Apple had taken to undergo surgery after a bunch of students had destroyed her seal body. I remembered the pure-blood faeries beating her up. 
 
    Damn. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t turn my back on Nereida and the things she’d asked of me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    The next day, classes started. It definitely felt like I’d leveled up within the magical world. The professor for my Journalism class, Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds, was a witch. The way she introduced herself and the course was amazing. 
 
    She was young as far as professors go; I’d guess in her late twenties. Her hair had been dyed gray with rainbow-colored streaks. She had a glittering diamond piercing in her nose and golden dragon-shaped ear cuffs wrapped around both ears. She was wearing a white lace tunic top with jeans and brown leather boots. And, wow, did she have energy. I felt lethargic by comparison. 
 
    I had thought she was human, maybe a ghost whisperer or empath. One thing my sophomore year was already teaching me: Don’t make assumptions; don’t be so human-centric. 
 
    She wasn’t in the room when we arrived, but came marching in right before the start of class, plopped a pile of books on her desk, and wrote with bright orange font on the light blue background of a smart board: Dr. Genevieve O’Keeffe. Turning around to face the class, she said, “This is me. Dr. Genevieve O’Keeffe. You may call me Dr. O’Keeffe.” (Seriously? Was that really necessary? What did she think we’d call her? Genny? Maybe she felt defensive because she was so young. I don’t know, maybe I’d feel the same way facing a bunch of students who might or might not respect my authority. I figured I’d give her the benefit of the doubt.) 
 
    Next thing we knew, she ignited a fireball in the palm of her right hand. Just flipped over her hand and there it was: a glowing green ball of fire. Turning over her other hand and igniting a yellow ball of fire, she said, “I’m a witch.” (Well, yeah. Obviously.) “You’re all in an upper level class now. You’re not all the same. You’re from a variety of cultures. In this class, we all get along. We explore each other’s cultures. You don’t like how someone talks about your group, you educate them. You don’t attack them. Got it? And you don’t insult anyone for any reason. Those are the rules. Now, let’s see what I’m dealing with this year. How many of you are witches or warlocks?” Extinguishing the fires she’d been holding, she pointed to each student with their hand raised as she counted. Typing on a keyboard, she made the following appear on the smart board: Witches/Warlocks: 10. “How many shifters?” Again, she counted, then wrote on the board. Shifters: 7. “How many faeries?” Faeries: 3. “How many ghost whisperers?” As I raised my hand, I looked around for the others in my group. Ghost whisperers: 10. I felt relieved. There were as many of us as the witches. (What the hell was wrong with me? I had witch friends. I was beginning to realize there was a prejudiced side to me, one that didn’t like being in the minority.) “How many empaths?” Empaths: 5. “How many selkies?” Selkies: 5. She commented about that: “Good. Good. This is the first year I’ve had selkies in my class. I’m looking forward to your contributions.” 
 
    Next, she addressed all of us. “As you can see, this is a large class. Today, we’re going to break up into eight groups, five students in each.” She had us stand in front of the classroom grouped according to our type of magical ability. Then she assigned us to study groups with a combination of magical types. My group had one student from each type except for empaths. Dr. O’Keeffe assigned each group a different location in the classroom, far enough away from the others so that we could hold a relatively private discussion without distraction. 
 
    We moved on to our assigned area, but remained silent while Dr. O’Keeffe typed. A list of questions appeared on the smart board. “OK. Everyone take turns answering each of these questions. Then discuss. This should prepare you for the interviews you’ve been assigned. You don’t have to finish answering all the questions, but you have to answer the questions in order and keep discussion going within your groups.” 
 
    I felt incredibly nervous. Actually, everyone in my group looked anxious. There was a lot of foot and finger tapping, some coughing and clearing of throats. 
 
    First question: When did you first discover you had a magical ability? Identify yourself by your name and magical ability; then answer the question. 
 
    The witch went first. Maybe she felt more comfortable than the rest of us, since the professor was also a witch. She was a black girl with a collection of long dark braids falling like a waterfall from a bright blue band wrapped around them at the top of her head. Mascara and eyeliner accentuated her large brown eyes. Her nails were painted turquoise, matching the same shade as her eye shadow. “I’m Jayla Flowers. I’m a witch. I didn’t so much discover my abilities as my mom and older siblings taught me about them. We’re all witches and warlocks in my family. I have three brothers and a sister. I’m the baby of the family. I think my mom taught me how to use my magical abilities out of exhaustion. The first thing she taught me was how to make my toys levitate and float back into the toy box. I thought that was great fun. But, really, it was my mom’s way of having me pick up my toys after I finished playing with them.” She laughed. 
 
    The shifter went next. He was an Asian guy whose arms were covered in tattooed sleeves. The artwork was complex and fascinating. He had short black hair with long bangs. “I guess I’ll go next. I’m Qaio Wu. I’m a shifter. I had no idea I had that ability until I was fourteen years old. I was being pushed around by a bunch of bullies at my school. It was the second time they tried using me as a punching bag. I got pissed. Next thing you know, I went through a transformation that turned me into a snarling German shepherd. Man, you never saw a bunch of tough guys take off so fast in your life.” Like Jayla, he laughed when he finished telling his story. 
 
    Feeling more comfortable, I went next. I told the story of how I’d met Brandon the ghost and how he’d helped me find some missing girls. I didn’t mention any names, since Annie was now at Ocean View and I wanted to respect her privacy. I talked about meeting Brandon’s family members who were also ghosts. Then to lighten up the mood, I described Brandon’s antics with the Angry Birds game. Everyone laughed. 
 
    Next, the faerie spoke. She had luminous skin with freckles, red hair and green eyes. “Hey. My name’s Delaney Moore. I’m from Ireland. My dad’s fae. My mom’s human. My parents decided to keep that information from me until I showed signs of being part faerie or until I turned eighteen, whichever came first. Well, when I was five years old and playing hide and seek outdoors with my twin sister, I stood right out in the open and glamoured a fort all around me. It was as easy for me as building a fort out of couch cushions. When my sister opened her eyes to find me, she had no idea what I’d done. We’re not identical. She has brown hair and blue eyes and at least so far, shows no signs whatsoever of being part faerie.” 
 
    The last person in our group to introduce themselves was a selkie. Tall and thin, she had short brown hair and glasses with black frames. She was wearing black leggings with a white T-shirt under an unbuttoned plaid shirt. Honestly, she looked like a hipster. “I guess it’s my turn. I’m Ciara Byrne.” She glanced over at Delaney. “My family’s originally from Ireland, but they’re local now. I’m one of the locals. I always knew I was a selkie. It’s kind of hard not to know that when you and your family are swimming around in seal form.” She laughed. 
 
    There was silence for a moment or two. We looked away from Ciara, to check out Question #2 on the board. The wording of the question didn’t register for a moment, as my mind wasn’t really on the information my eyes were staring at. I was wondering if Ciara’s family had a house on the island, or if by “local” she meant they were usually swimming around in the ocean in seal form. 
 
    Question #2: Why are you at Ocean View? 
 
    All of us pretty much answered the same way. Because we fell in love with pictures of the campus, especially the castle buildings. Because the courses sounded awesome. Because we didn’t fit in anywhere else. 
 
    Question #3: What’s your favorite place on campus? 
 
    No one’s answer caught my interest as much as Ciara’s. I was fascinated by everything she had to say because it gave me a window into Apple’s world, but her answer to this particular question provided support for the way my freshman-year suitemates and I planned to help Apple. Ciara said that her favorite place on campus was the selkie section of the catacombs. She said there were deep crystal-clear pools and spacious tunnels there where she and her selkie friends could swim as seals. We’d already thought that might be a great place for Apple to practice swimming in her new seal body, the way athlete swimmers practice in Olympic-size pools. It looked like we were right. 
 
    There were five questions total. Question #4 was pretty basic: What are your favorite foods? None of the answers were surprising. The shifter liked meat and the selkie liked fish, but then most people like those. 
 
    Question #5 reminded me of a dare straight out of the Truth or Dare game we played on the train my freshman year: Show the others in your group your magical ability. Do it in a safe and reasonable way. Tone it down, but clearly demonstrate it. Ghost whispers, go last. Raise your hand when it’s your turn. 
 
    Weird. Ghost whisperers go last? I realized it’s probably because we couldn’t exactly demonstrate our abilities on command. Ghosts could call me, but I couldn’t call them. The unfairness of that frustrated me no end. 
 
    I must say college students are trusted way more than younger kids. I can’t imagine any elementary, middle or even high school teacher instructing shifters to morph into an animal or witches and faeries to show us what they’ve got. No way. It would be like a scene out of a Sci-Fi B movie. King Kong Sets the Empire State Building on Fire…and then Glamours the Ashes to Hide the Evidence. Or something out of English Lit: Lord of the Flies. 
 
    That part of the class frightened me silly before we got started, but it turned out to be the most fun. Everyone handled themselves well. I really liked our group and hoped we’d get to do other class projects together. 
 
    Ciara went first. To my great surprise, she pulled a suitcase out from behind her chair. I hadn’t noticed it before then. Opening a combination lock, she pulled a seal skin out of the suitcase. Dangling it from her fingertips, she motioned toward it with a sweep of her other hand, as though she was the host of a TV show competition showing off the grand prize. “Ta-da! This gives me my magic power.” 
 
    Qaio Wu was next. He lifted up his hand, as though silencing us or bringing a halt to some ideas we might have. “No touching me after I do this, OK? No cuddling me or petting me. Nothing. OK?” He was serious. He wouldn’t shift until we all promised. Then his body did that horrible thing where bones crack and muscles ripple in bizarre ways. His skin stretched and shrank, distorting the tattooed artwork on his arms. Some of the images became distorted and creepy. It was frightening…until he emerged as the cutest, fluffiest little kitten. Awwww! I almost picked him up. Yikes. As soon as we’d all exclaimed how cute he was, Qaio put himself through the same awful transformation process to return to human form. No way was he going to let us handle him as an adorable little kitten. 
 
    Delaney looked bored. “I guess I could glamour someone. Check this out…” Everyone started staring at me and saying things like, “Oh, wow! That is stunning!” Why did she have to pick me? I never get that kind of reaction and I really didn’t need to know there was a reason for it. Unglamoured, I just wasn’t that stunning. 
 
    Jayla Flowers looked around the group. Her eyes landed on me. “You’re a ghost whisperer?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Jayla said, “Alrighty then. I guess I’m last before you then. Witches always light fires in their hands when they want to give a small example of what we can do. B-o-o-o-r-ing!” She turned around quickly to look for Dr. O’Keeffe, I guess suddenly realizing she’d made fun of what the professor had shown us of her own powers. “Watch.” Jayla stood up. After closing her eyes, lines formed across her forehead, suggesting she was deep in concentration. Raising her arms straight out, she rose three inches off the ground. All of us gasped, or at least all of us except Delaney. I’m sure she’d seen things just as amazing among the faeries. After she settled back down on the ground, Jayla asked, “Anyone else want to try it? I can make other people float off the ground.” 
 
    Ciara volunteered. She smiled through the whole thing. As she landed back on her feet, she joked about the experience. “It’s not every day a seal gets to be light as a feather!” 
 
    We all laughed. In our group, the ice had been totally broken. It felt comfortable. 
 
    I looked at the directions on the board again. Oh, right, I was supposed to raise my hand when it was my turn. 
 
    Dr. O’Keeffe acknowledged me. “Thanks, Shade. We have one more group to go. Then I’ll give all of you ghost whisperers instructions on how to demonstrate your talents.” 
 
    Man. I felt like the waiting was going to kill me. How in the world could we show our skills without ghosts calling to us first? Was I going to have to drink some magic potion the witches had whipped up or something? 
 
    The door to the classroom never opened. Ten ghosts simply passed through the walls and door and ceiling. I recognized some of them! In that moment, I realized that my education at Ocean View was normalizing the reality of ghosts in the real world for me. It must be what happens to people in various fields who begin training in things that are hidden from the general public—astronauts, surgeons, soldiers sent off to war. They all see things that no one else will ever see, things that eventually become part of their reality. 
 
    When Mrs. Hampton went flying past our group to join another, I felt sadly disappointed. The same when Mandy McPherson passed through the ceiling, did backflips through the air and landed in the middle of a group where a couple of students gasped at her performance. But then we got Astrid! We got the ghost in the tree outside my window! How cool is that? She passed through the door and floated over to our group. 
 
    Something weird happened, though. I was the only one looking at her. Everyone else in our group seemed oblivious. A couple of students had started reading. It seemed Astrid was invisible to them. 
 
    When six groups had a ghost in its midst and two groups had a couple of them, Dr. O’Keeffe spoke to the class. “Ghosts appear when and to whom they want to appear. Raise your hand if you felt a sudden breeze or the air around you turning cold.” Almost everyone raised their hand. I didn’t. I hadn’t felt any of that. I’d simply seen ghosts. The air had stayed the same. 
 
    Dr. Keeffe continued. “Ghost whisperers, please stand.” I stood, as did all the rest of the ghost whisperers. “Do you see ten ghosts in this classroom, one or two in your own group? Raise your hand if you do.” Every one of us raised our hand. 
 
    Dr. O’Keeffe smiled. “Great! The spirits are showing themselves only to you. Make a request of a ghost in your group to make themselves visible to everyone.” 
 
    I loved that idea. Astrid looked adorable. Her light brown hair had been swept back into a ponytail. She was wearing a denim jumper dress with a flowered shirt and navy blue tights. She seemed happy. I looked into her eyes and made my request. “Astrid, will you please show yourself to everyone else?” 
 
    Smiling, she floated a few inches off the ground and waved. A few people in my group said, “Awwww…” A couple of students looked too shocked to say anything. 
 
    Dr. O’Keeffe gave instructions. “Everyone say hi to the ghost or ghosts who are visiting your group.” 
 
    After that was done, the professor thanked the spirits for participating in our class and dismissed them. Poof! No dramatic exit, no flying through the room and passing through solid surfaces. They all simply vanished, as though they’d never been there, as though the rest of us were all waking from a dream. 
 
    We were then dismissed. Dr. O’Keeffe shouted over the chatter as we were gathering our stuff to leave: “Don’t forget to work on your interviews! I want them handed in by the end of October.” 
 
    A chorus of groans followed the announcement of the deadline. I felt glad I’d hopped on the assignment right away. I’d be finished way before the interviews were due. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    The next class was my P.E. class, Tai Chi Sword. I was so excited, I could hardly contain myself. That lasted about fifteen minutes. Most of the class involved nothing more than watching films about Tai Chi sword training, including a video on sword safety. Ugh. Boring. 
 
    The teacher was cool, though. Dr. Ju-long Ch’en. Born in China, he’d studied Tai Chi sword under several masters. He came to the United States for college and graduate school and stayed after getting a job at Ocean View. He’d been teaching at the college for ten years. 
 
    He made the first fifteen minutes heart-attack level fascinating. After introducing himself, he turned on some very relaxing Chinese music. Wearing loose-fitting black pants, a Chinese traditional-style white silk shirt and white sneakers, he demonstrated Tai Chi poses using a sword. His movements were smooth, flowing like water from one pose to the next, and in perfect time to the music. The fluidity continued as he placed his sword on the floor and shifted from human form into tiger: a muscle-bound animal with black stripes on golden fur, yellow eyes glinting in the fluorescent light of the room. Opening his mouth, he revealed razor-sharp teeth before letting out a guttural roar. He paced back and forth in front of the room, then shifted back into human form, picked up his sword and resumed his Tai Chi sword demonstration as though nothing unusual had happened. Fifteen minutes from the time class had started, he stopped and gave us a mischievous grin. “There you are. A demonstration of the beauty of Tai Chi movements with a sword. And an introduction to another one of my many talents: shapeshifting. You’ll only be graded on your ability to master the first.” He laughed. Then he went all boring professor on us. “I’m going to play a few videos on what you’ll be learning in this class, as well as a safety video. Toward the end of class, there will be a quiz on the safety video, so pay attention.” 
 
    The class groaned, myself included. I’m sorry, but after showing us cool sword moves and scaring the bejesus out of us by turning into a pacing, growling tiger, he had to expect getting quizzed on a safety video was going to be a bit of a letdown. 
 
    I have to admit, however, that despite my disappointment, I probably needed that video, considering my normal level of clumsiness. I’m not sure, for example, that I would have realized where to put my left arm and hand while swinging the sword with my right. Waving the arm not holding the sword in front of you while swinging the sword downward with the opposite hand…yeah, that could end badly. Also, not a good idea to step out with my left leg while swinging the sword downward with my right hand. Ouch. The whole set of possibilities for things going wrong freaked me out. 
 
    I paid such close attention to that safety video, I was sure I’d scored 100% on the quiz. 
 
    After we handed in our completed quizzes, we were free to go. 
 
    Grabbing lunch at one of the campus cafeterias, I read part of a Philosophy chapter assigned for the next day while eating an Italian sub with potato chips. 
 
    About an hour later, I headed over to my last class of the day: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality III. I was extremely curious about what the third level of this course would include exactly. I sincerely hoped we wouldn’t start off in the sensory deprivation tanks. 
 
    What I hope for and what the universe delivers to me are often vastly different from each other. This would be another one of those times. 
 
    I expected to be challenged by more complicated virtual reality dilemmas within the confines of the VR equipment. I was nervous, but also excited in a positive way to become a better trained, more experienced ghost whisperer. 
 
    Well, scratch that. The only part of my expectation that was in store for me was the notion of being confined within a closed space. The class was going to include quite a few sessions in the sensory deprivation tanks! I knew they were going to be part of VR III, but I thought they’d be a side project, maybe a week-long thing. I didn’t expect they’d be a major focus of the class. 
 
    The professor was a young woman, thin, with red curly hair that fell to her shoulders, freckles and blue eyes. She was wearing a blue sequined shirt with jeans and clogs. She introduced herself as Dr. Mairead Galbraith. “I’m new to Ocean View. This is my first semester here. At the start of each class beginning in your sophomore year, professors are required to tell you what kind of magical being we are or if we’re simply human. It’s to prepare you for the world following graduation where you’ll interact with a variety of beings. You need to know how to speak with all of us. I’m delighted to inform you that I’m the first mermaid professor ever at Ocean View College. Of course, it figures that I’d be hired to work in VR the first year they introduce tanks of water.” 
 
    She paused and the class tittered with nervous laughter. I stayed silent. I wasn’t sure she meant for the pause to be filled with laughter. 
 
    She smiled, so I guess I misread the situation. 
 
    She continued, “As you may or may not know, the minute a merperson gets wet, they lose their legs and regain their tails. Up until now, Ocean View thought that meant we couldn’t teach. Seriously, unless we’re working as a swimming instructor, we’re going to be fine.” She smiled again and rolled her eyes. “And, actually, we’d make damn fine swimming instructors. You want to swim fast? Well, we’ve got techniques, let me tell you.” 
 
    The class laughed and this time I joined in. I wanted to hate this teacher. She reminded me of Merrik and his world. She was so darn cute and friendly and funny, however, I sensed she’d be one of my favorite professors. Which was good because that would give me insight into Dylan and Delmara’s situation on campus and I had promised their mother I’d look out for them. 
 
    Whereas I had been disappointed that we didn’t get to use the swords in P.E., I was thrilled that we didn’t get to use the sensory deprivation tanks until later on. Instead, we once again had to watch videos and read material on the equipment—this time, the sensory deprivation tanks—before a quiz at the end of class. I was never so happy to take a quiz. 
 
    I had thought the tanks would be like those in Altered States or Stranger Things: a pool or glass container where you wore a breathing mask. I guess subconsciously I also feared turning into a beast or entering the realm of one, as happened in those stories. I suddenly wondered if that might actually happen to shapeshifters once they let go of their conscious mind and relaxed. I figured either they weren’t allowed near the tanks or there were special precautions to prevent dangerous shifting. I suppose if a shifter turned into a saltwater fish or something, that would be OK. 
 
    The videos showed tanks that were sleek-looking plastic pods with an attached lid. Inside the pods, neon lights created an enticing, mysterious atmosphere. We learned that each tank contains 200 gallons of water and 800 pounds of Epsom salts, a combination that allows the human body to float, same as happens in the Dead Sea. You get earplugs, so that you don’t hear anything. Once you’re comfortable, you turn the lights off by pressing a button on the inner wall of the tank. You float on water in soundproof darkness. Somehow, that is relaxing. Some people experience flashes of dreams. Most people enter a Zen-like state, coming out of the experience refreshed and more in tune with the immediate present. 
 
    The whole thing still terrified me, but I answered the quiz questions like I was a true believer. I memorized every bit of information we were given on those tanks. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    After VR class, I dropped my books off in my room, had a quick snack in the dining room of our house and headed out to visit Apple. All the videos on sensory deprivation tanks made me feel closer to what she might be going through. I couldn’t wait until she was out of the tank, so I could talk to her. She obviously loved being underwater and didn’t mind being unconscious in a tank. The whole idea of being in a dark watery tank terrified me. Humans aren’t meant to live in water. We drown. Seals, on the other hand, can hold their breath underwater for up to an hour and thrive both on land and under the sea. I wanted to know if she ever felt afraid of being underwater and, if so, how she dealt with it. 
 
    Deciding I needed some fresh air and exercise to clear my brain, I grabbed one of the many bikes Ocean View provided to students free of charge, each one mint green with white-capped waves painted along the main support bars. There were about a dozen of them in the bike rack closest to my house. 
 
    The day was sunny with a cool breeze and the bike ride did the trick. I arrived at the hospital with a clear mind. Taking the elevator up to the seventh floor and making my way down to Apple’s room, I felt relaxed. 
 
    Until I entered Apple’s room. Then I felt alarmed. 
 
    The Aquatic Brain Synchronization Specialist with her unmistakable look, her mermaid-colored hair and tattooed arms, stood in the middle of a group of what I assumed were hospital personnel. They were all wearing green scrubs. Several monitors were beeping. Green and red lights blinked erratically. The specialist placed the tip of her pointer finger against the glass of the tank, pointing at Apple. She addressed the group. “You can see her flippers moving like crazy. It’s almost as though they’re shaking…” 
 
    Oh, no, she’s having a seizure! I knew it! She’s going to have irreparable brain damage. She’ll never be the same. 
 
    I stormed into the room, probably looking like a crazy person. “What happened?” 
 
    The specialist turned around and smiled at me. “Oh, hi, Shade.” Looking at the group around her, she said, “Everyone, this is the patient’s close friend serving as primary hospital contact. Apple is very lucky to have her. Like so many of our patients who decide to spend a significant portion of their life among the land people, Apple doesn’t have any family members to serve as next of kin. No emergency contacts, nothing. As you’ve been learning in your rotation on this unit, patients do much better with support from family or friends.” 
 
    I felt confused. Apple was having a problem and they were discussing her like a specimen to be studied. How interesting to observe a seizure in our patient. 
 
    I ignored the nice description of myself, all the smiles and heads bobbing in agreement to the specialists’ words. It was like being in the midst of a medical cult. 
 
    You see here before you Exhibit A who has lots of support from her friend. Too bad the patient’s having a medical problem. But she does have support. 
 
    Amen, sister! Amen! Praise be to…Poseidon! 
 
    Smiles and head bobs all around. 
 
    Ignoring the friendly greetings, I focused on Apple floating around in her tank, her flippers trembling, her head arched back at a weird angle and sticking out of the water. “What’s wrong with Apple? Is she having a seizure?” 
 
    The specialist laughed. “A seizure? Oh, no, not at all. If that was the case, we’d be pumping her full of anti-seizure meds and we’d have a doctor in the tank with her. She’s dreaming.” 
 
    I’m such a freaking idiot. I swear I see calamity in every unusual event. My personal motto: Suspect the worst. That way, you won’t be caught off-guard when disaster strikes. And disaster is always right around the corner. I really needed to get a better motto. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say, to cover up the alarm bells ringing in my head at fever pitch. I finally blurted out, “Is that good?” 
 
    The specialist smiled. “Yes. It’s very good. We were waiting for this, in fact. Dreaming within the seal brain is an early sign that a patient is using their new brain effectively. Earlier today, I raised Apple’s consciousness to a level where she would be asleep and capable of dreaming. Seals don’t dream much while underwater. On land, the two lobes of their brain alternate R.E.M. sleep and wakefulness, meaning half their brain is always awake. Today, we caught Apple experiencing R.E.M. sleep.” 
 
    Turning back to the group, she asked one of the interns, “Time in R.E.M. sleep?” 
 
    A male intern answered, “Three minutes.” 
 
    The specialist asked, “Verification?” 
 
    Two interns said, “Yes. Three minutes.” 
 
    Grabbing an electronic pad from a table next to the tank, the specialist tapped in some information. 
 
    I walked over to a chair and sat down, continuing to watch the group as they observed and discussed Apple’s progress. 
 
    Before leaving the room, the specialist introduced herself by name: Dr. Keona Sanderson. I realized we hadn’t been formally introduced; we’d simply been aware of each other’s roles in regard to Apple. 
 
    After everyone left, it became incredibly quiet. The only sounds were the beeping of the monitors, apparently transmitting that everything was A-OK, and the burbling of water as Apple’s head sank back down under the water. 
 
    As promised, I took pictures of Apple with my cell phone. I also sketched pictures: both how Apple looked in the moment and how she’d looked when she was dreaming. 
 
    After visiting Apple, I strolled around the seventh floor, taking in the environment. It looked like a regular hospital floor. Nurses’ station in the middle like a hub at the center of a wheel. Patient rooms placed along the rim. The only things that were different than human hospitals were hidden behind doors: all the water tanks and unusual forms of surgery. 
 
    Gazing down a hallway on the opposite side of the nurses’ station from Apple’s room, I saw a group of people staring through a plate glass window, a few pressing their faces against the slick surface. 
 
    My God, what was in that thing? It looked like a giant aquarium. I imagined a water beast of monstrous proportions. 
 
    Yes, I know I promised myself a new motto; but I needed time and reconditioning for that. In the meantime, I prepared myself mentally for whatever inhabited that immense aquatic space. 
 
    Well, it turned out it wasn’t the front wall of a tank at all. It was a plate glass window where people could peek into a room filled with smaller tanks. Each tank held a baby seal! 
 
    I had so many questions. 
 
    Noticing someone in green scrubs peering through the window, I walked over to her and worked up my courage to talk to her. “What is that?” 
 
    She glanced over at me, then looked back through the window. “What is what?” 
 
    “That room.” 
 
    Placing her hands in her pockets, she studied me through thick glasses with turquoise frames. “You must be a visitor. Is this your first time here?” 
 
    “I’m a close friend serving as primary hospital contact for Apple Woods.” 
 
    She pushed up her glasses that had started sliding down her nose. “This is the nursery, both for newborn selkies with medical problems and for baby selkies recovering from surgery to attach their brains to foreign seal bodies.” 
 
    I felt lost. “Foreign seal bodies?” 
 
    “Yes, seal bodies from other selkies, donated for various reasons.” 
 
    That sounded like Apple’s surgery. “Why would they need seal bodies other than their own?” 
 
    “For a variety of reasons. Either they were born with a birth defect that never allowed their seal body to develop within the womb, or it developed with serious malformations, or someone destroyed their seal body after birth.” 
 
    I looked through the window at the various tanks. The babies were adorable. “Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulders. “You’d be surprised. Baby selkies are hunted for their skins by those who know the difference between selkies and regular seals. Young selkie pelts are highly valued in certain groups. Then there’s just plain maliciousness. And, of course, there are those families where one of the parents has decided they don’t want their children to be selkies. It happens mostly where one parent is a selkie and the other isn’t. Sometimes they have regrets after destroying their child’s seal body and request this procedure.” She gazed back through the glass. “They’re adorable, aren’t they?” 
 
    They really were. They were covered in white fur. Had they been dry, they would have been fluffy barrel-shaped babies, adorable in their fuzzy pudginess, with black noses and whiskers. They floated within their aquariums, sometimes flapping their fins like Apple had during her brief episodes of dreaming. I wondered what they dreamt of; they were so new to the world. 
 
    The staff person who had answered my questions said, “Have a good day,” then turned and left to wherever she needed to go next. The nursery was probably a highlight in her day, better than a TV break. 
 
    A little girl wearing a blue dress and polka-dot ribbons around her pigtails started hopping up and down and singing what sounded like a nursery rhyme I didn’t recognize. A woman, I’m assuming her mother, turned from viewing the baby selkies to grab the little girl by her arm. “Elspeth, come here! You need to calm down. This is a hospital.” 
 
    Wriggling out of her mother’s grasp, Elspeth said, “I knoooow it’s a hoptil.” Noticing me watching her antics, she moved slowly toward me until she was only inches away. Pointing to the window of the nursery, she said, “My little sitter’s in dere.” 
 
    Her mother looked at us with a pained expression; but didn’t say anything, probably conflicted about gaining a few moments of peace and quiet for herself while Elspeth talked with me. 
 
    I gazed down at the tiny girl, probably only three or four years old. “What’s her name?” 
 
    Elspeth smiled. “Maisie. She had a birth ’fect. They fixed it.” 
 
    I looked over at her mother to see if it was OK if I continued this personal discussion about their family. If she minded, she gave no clue. 
 
    Curious, I asked, “What kind of defect?” 
 
    Elspeth wrinkled her face, thinking real hard about the problem. Finally, she said, “She was born widdout a body.” 
 
    That was impossible. If there was no body, there would have been no pregnancy or birth. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Elspeth squirmed. “She ony had human skin. Her seal body was ’pletely missing!” Her eyes grew large with horror. She shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    I smiled at her as warmly as I could. I tried to think like an adult selkie might in order to offer some words of comfort and wisdom. I had nothing. I’m not exactly wise. I tried being engaged and warm. “Which one is your sister?” 
 
    Plastering her forehead against the glass, she looked intently into the nursery. Pressing her pointer finger against the window, she said, “Dere.” 
 
    Hmmm…There were at least fifty aquarium tanks in there. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell exactly where you’re pointing.” 
 
    Elspeth stamped her foot. She looked like she was about to cry. Apparently, I was as good at giving comfort as I was at providing wisdom. “Right in front. Right dere. Her name’s on her tank.” 
 
    What an idiot I was. Of course. The names were right on the tanks. And there it was, right smack in front of me. Maisie. 
 
    Maisie was adorable. The surgeons had given her the cutest seal body. White as snow with black whiskers and a black nose, she had so much fur, she’d obviously be a huge ball of fluff on land. 
 
    I was about to share my thoughts with Elspeth when her mom came over and took her by the hand. Giving me an apologetic smile, she said, “I’m so sorry. She’ll talk your ear off if you’d let her. Do you have a baby here?” 
 
    Oh my, God. Me, have a baby? I could barely take care of myself. I was caught so far off guard, I ended up stuttering as I searched for words. This was made worse by the fact that I kept thinking Apple’s selkie identity was to be kept secret, whereas this hospital was filled with selkies and their reality was completely out in the open. They were safe here. “Oh, no. Me? I don’t have a baby. My friend. She’s…she’s…an adult. She was here for surgery. I found this nursery by accident. They’re all cute.” 
 
    The woman’s forehead wrinkled, as her daughter’s had earlier, except this time she was pondering something about me. “Well, have a good day then. Thanks for talking to Elspeth.” 
 
    On the way out of the hospital, I noticed a bulletin board covered in signs for missing children. Were selkie children being kidnapped? All the photos looked like human children, but then selkies looked like humans out of water. 
 
    I hoped to God Elspeth’s mom didn’t think I was the kidnapper. Gawking at the babies in the nursery, tripping over my own tongue when trying to explain why I was there. I could see where someone might be concerned. On the other hand, she didn’t appear to mind me talking to her daughter. Maybe I just seemed like a distraught hospital visitor concerned about their selkie friend. Distraught was pretty much my middle name. My life had so many ups and downs, I was pretty much distraught most of the time and I’d been that way for years. Most likely, that was the principal vibe I gave off. 
 
    When I got back to my room, I spent some time sketching the selkie nursery. I thought Apple might like to see that when I gave her all the sketches of herself in her hospital tank. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    I visited Apple in the hospital every day she was there. By mid-week, I’d gotten used to seeing her in the tank. I sketched her floating around in her liquid environment. I snapped photos with my cell phone. I started to envy her. No problems, no worries. Just lazily drifting around inside her glass womb, becoming one with her seal body. 
 
    Friday was an entirely different story. 
 
    I stepped into what looked like a macabre scene from a psychological thriller. 
 
    Apple’s eyes were wide open. Her voice came intermittently over a speaker. Apple’s surgeon, her Aquatic Brain Synchronization Specialist and a bunch of other people in green and blue scrubs were clustered around her tank. 
 
    The specialist, Dr. Keona Sanderson, spoke into a microphone. “We’re going to zap different parts of your frontal lobe now. Are you ready?” 
 
    Although Apple looked scared, she said, “Yes.” 
 
    Then she went through a whole range of contortions. First, she grimaced; then shouted how much she hated being used as a guinea pig, followed by thanking everyone for their help. She repeated words spoken to her. 
 
    I cleared my throat, hoping to catch someone’s attention. A young man at the back of the group came over to me. “Are you here to visit Apple?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He said, “She’s doing great. We’re running her conscious brain tests now. Everything seems to be in perfect order. All the sections of her brain seem to be connected to her seal body. She’s responding as if the brain was her own.” He smiled, obviously thrilled with the medical condition of the patient. 
 
    I made a feeble attempt at smiling. I think I managed to turn the corner of my lips upward a bit. It probably looked like I was grimacing…either that or severely constipated or something. I looked back at Apple. She was rapidly opening and closing her eyes. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear she was having a seizure. 
 
    The guy providing the update said, “After these tests, we’ll give Apple a sedative and let her rest. She’s on schedule to go home Sunday.” 
 
    Now, that was great news. 
 
      
 
    The next day was Saturday, only one day before I’d be going to the hospital to bring Apple back to her house. I felt I needed a walk on the beach. I found myself as drawn to the ocean as I’d ever been since starting school at Ocean View. I texted Kai and Annie to ask if they’d go with me. They both agreed. 
 
    We took the route behind my freshman dorm. Descending the long wooden staircase felt like traveling back in time. It felt like a lifetime ago when I’d first discovered this way down to the beach. 
 
    During the night, the ocean had brought a mother lode of gifts from the sea and deposited them on the sand. Like the Tooth Fairy leaving coins under your pillow, the waves had smashed shells into broken bits and swept tiny rocks up onto the beach, leaving them there for collectors. 
 
    Kai immediately started picking up colorful shards, including some especially pretty ones with a smooth pearlescent lining. She announced that she was going to make a mobile for Apple as a Welcome Back Home present. Annie decided she’d do the same, even though she didn’t really know Apple. Being an empath, Annie obviously had a big heart. 
 
    While they collected items for their mobiles, I sat down on the sand, taking in the seascape. The ocean had calmed down from whatever turmoil it had experienced the night before. The waves rolled in smoothly, rising slightly before running into shore where they broke against the sand in a profusion of foam. The wall of water as it swept upward took on a beautiful blue-green shade that disappeared the moment it began its descent to merge once again with the larger sea. 
 
    The sun played tricks on me. For a moment, I thought I saw merfolk tails flipping in and of the water. Jumping to my feet and placing my hand over my eyes, I stared at the spot where a group of creatures were leaping into the air and plunging back down into the watery depths. My heart skipped beats. Once again, I had the heady thought that Merrik was returning to me. 
 
    Alas, it was dolphins. As fantastic as they are, they aren’t merfolk. 
 
    As I watched them cavorting, their slick bodies and tails flashing in the sunlight, I remembered that we had a promise to fulfill. We needed to approach Ocean View staff about cleaning up the canning factory and making it a refuge for Nereida’s twins. I thought about Apple recovering from surgery in the depressing environment of the Selkies House. Suddenly, I realized the canning factory could be turned into a refuge not only for Dylan and Delmara, but also for Apple and all the other magical sea creatures at Ocean View. 
 
    Walking over to Kai and Annie, I suggested we go check it out. 
 
    The hike along the beach was heavenly. 
 
    Climbing up the rickety stairs barely attached to the cliffside, however, was a nightmare. I voiced my concern. “The school needs to replace this staircase. Someone’s going to fall to their death one of these days.” 
 
    Annie let out a scream. “Please. Don’t say that right now, OK?” 
 
    Kai agreed. “Yeah, let’s not talk about that right now. But I just realized how we might get the administration to pay for fixing up both the building and the staircase. Tell them they could get sued big time if someone gets injured.” 
 
    Great idea! Hopefully, it wouldn’t be my mom who got to sue the college over my death that very day. 
 
    When we reached the canning factory, I studied it from the outside. “It’s a shame because stained glass looks so gorgeous with sunlight coming through it, but those windows have got to go. Look at them!” 
 
    Kai looked at one of the windows. “Oh my God, yes. Those have definitely got to go.” 
 
    Annie summed up the artwork precisely: “Yeah, gross!” She was staring at the picture of merpeople strung up by their hands over a conveyor belt, several bleeding from open wounds. 
 
    As I turned the knob on the blue arch-shaped door that served as the main entrance and pushed, the door gave way, whining on its hinges. This time as we stepped inside, we were better prepared for the horrible smell. I placed a hand over my nose, then tried breathing through my mouth. I was determined to explore the entire building this time, to see what our college had access to. I expressed my thoughts to Annie and Kai and they agreed that we should map out the building. 
 
    We ducked into the room with the assembly line and conveyor belt, just to see how big the area was. I forced my brain to ignore the merfolk fins, the remnants of those who had been slaughtered there, and all the equipment that had been used to butcher them. 
 
    Annie retched, but got herself under control. 
 
    We looked around. 
 
    The area was large: easily the size of half a dozen of my living rooms back in Roswell, at least three of the large living rooms in my new house in California. I remarked that a lot could be done with that space. 
 
    Kai said, “I know, right? I’m thinking you could make a kitchen, living room and dining room here. If you did open concept, you wouldn’t need to pay for extra walls.” 
 
    Curiosity made it easier to explore. We marched through the room, stepping over the gross debris on the floor. Taking a quick look at it, I discovered the floor was made of wood. Dusty, dirty, blood-stained wood; but if it could be cleaned and stained and polished, it would look great. 
 
    I looked up at the windows. No stained glass behind the assembly line, just frosted factory type windows. Those might need to be replaced with windows that would let in more light. 
 
    Toward the back of the room, we found a small kitchen. No oven; just counters, a sink and pantry. 
 
    Next to that, there was a small bathroom. I covered my nose and mouth with my hands and charged away from that area as fast as I could. The smell from that bathroom made it impossible to ignore how seriously putrid that part of the building was. 
 
    Once outside the main room, I took time to look up and see what the ceiling in the front hallway looked like. I’d never done that before. I’d always rushed through the entranceway. 
 
    There were thick wooden beams with pigeons sleeping on them. The birds looked fat with their heads tucked against their plump feathery chests. Wherever they were coming in would need to be sealed. The ceiling here was awesome: cathedral style with exposed wooden beams. The rafters were in horrible shape, dusty and splintered and covered in pigeon poop. There was pigeon crap on the floor, too; but both the wooden floor and rafters in the front hallway would look amazing once they were cleaned up. 
 
    To the right of the hallway as you came in the front door was a room the perfect size for a living room. It had a stone fireplace, which would be fantastic on all the cold nights in a place right next to the ocean. 
 
    To the left of the hallway was a staircase with a thick wooden banister. A dusty, tattered cloth runner covered the middle section of the wooden stairs. It had holes in places, ripped through from all the traffic that must have gone up and down those stairs. 
 
    The top floor was relatively small. There were two bedrooms, one on either side of a hallway barely large enough for half a dozen people to occupy it at one time. In between the two bedrooms, there was a bathroom with a toilet, sink and shower. 
 
    The bedrooms were cramped. Each had a dozen bunk beds lined up side by side, with just enough space between them for one person to squeeze through to get into bed. Ladders were attached to the front of each structure. 
 
    Kai stepped into the bedroom on the left. “It looks like the people who worked in the canning factory slept here. Man, talk about horrible working conditions.” 
 
    Annie wrinkled her face in disgust. “I can’t imagine what it smelled like up here. All these people crammed into such a tiny space with one small bathroom, and all the nasty smells floating upstairs from the factory. Ugh.” 
 
    Kai turned to the positive. “This place has incredible potential for what we need, though. Two bedrooms up here, two bathrooms in the building, a living room downstairs that could be turned into another bedroom or a library or study or something, with a fireplace, and a huge main room that could be broken up into several living spaces. I think we should talk to someone in the administration next week.” 
 
    We all agreed with that. We decided Thursday would be the day. In the meantime, I made a mental note to speak with Natalie, to see if she knew someone in particular we could talk to in the administration. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 18 
 
    After we got back to campus, I headed straight for my room. I felt restless and nervous. I was picking Apple up at the hospital the next day. A few days later, I needed to ask the college administration to make arrangements to have a building on campus with a horrible legacy cleaned out, renovated and handed over to groups of students fighting for the equality of those who had never had power at Ocean View, who had once been hated and reviled and hunted for food. 
 
    I’d never been political my entire life. I’d never expected to go to college. I’d hoped I would, but I’d never thought I’d be able to afford it or have good enough qualifications to get in. God knows my mother never expected me to go to college. She didn’t have any expectations for me, actually, other than I’d somehow magically take care of her my entire life. 
 
    And here I was. I felt fidgety and anxious. I had to do something. 
 
    I texted two of my freshman-year suitemates, Li Zhang and Trinity Carr. It would be good to see them and they could walk me through what I suddenly felt I needed to do. I needed to make a statement to declare my loyalty and support for Apple, for Emma Crawford, for Nereida and her children, Dylan and Delmara. I decided I’d get tattoos in the same places Apple had added her latest tattooed artwork and I’d have my hair streaked with rainbow colors to symbolize the gorgeous colors in merfolk tails. Li Zhang had that cool trail of blue and white stars tattooed across her forehead and Trinity had blue hair. They could help. 
 
    I texted Li first. 
 
    Me: hi, li. how r u? i need ur advice. can u go with me 2 get tattoos later 2day? 
 
    Li was completely nonchalant about the process, whereas I have to admit I was a nervous wreck. Turned out she was the perfect person to contact. Her answer: sure. what time? 
 
    I looked up the hours of the tattoo parlor where I’d gone with Apple. They were open until 1:00 AM. Holy camole, those were some serious late-night hours. 
 
    I texted back: how bout right after dinner? maybe meet up at 6:00? 
 
    Li: sounds good. should i stop by ur place? 
 
    Me: sure. thanks! 
 
    Li: no probs. will be good 2 c u. by the way, just so u know, u can’t take anything ahead of time for pain except tylenol. 
 
    That surprised me about taking stuff for pain. 
 
    Me: ok.will be good 2 c u 2. 
 
    I added a few heart emojis. 
 
    Next, I texted Trinity. I gotta say when I make up my mind to do something, I tend to go overboard. In this case, I was a total glutton for punishment. Why I thought it would be OK to get two tattoos, one around my bicep and one around my ankle, the same spots where Apple had had her Johnny tattoos inked over with new designs, and have my hair streaked on the same night, I have no idea. Glutton for punishment, or maybe masochist with dreams, that was totally me that night. 
 
    Since Trinity had blue hair, I figured she’d be an expert on hair dyeing. I was right. 
 
    Me: i’m thinking about having streaks of color put in my hair. can u help? 
 
    Trinity: yessssss. totally. want me 2 streak ur hair 2nite? i’m bored. need something fun 2 do. i’m going shopping for my own hair dye. what colors do u want? i’ll buy; u can pay me back. 
 
    Man, she was so into it, I felt scared. It was like going skydiving and being pushed out of the plane. I had no time to warm up to the idea. 
 
    I reminded myself I was picking Apple up from the hospital the next day and I wanted to do this to show my support. If she could float around in a tank for a whole week while her mind got synchronized with a seal brain, I should be able to deal with getting a couple of tattoos and a few streaks of color in my hair. 
 
    Me, my hand shaking as I typed: how about blue with pink or purple? 
 
    Trinity: niiiice! u got it. what time u want 2 do this? 
 
    Me: i’m actually getting tattoos around 6 tonight. can i text u when that’s all done? 
 
    Trinity: wow. that’s a lot to get done in one night. u sure? 
 
    Me: yup. totally sure. 
 
    Trinity: ok, just let me know when ur ready. good luck! She added heart emojis. 
 
    Click. Out of messaging, back to my cell phone’s desktop. End of conversation. Well, I was committed now. 
 
    I called the campus transportation company and scheduled a car to pick Li and me up at 6:00. 
 
    All the excitement made me tired. I climbed into bed, set my alarm for 5:00, pulled the ghost-silencing curtains closed and fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    I woke up startled when my cell phone started playing Zen-type gongs and chimes. Trust me, when they wake you up, they’re more like murderous hammers than anything Zen. 
 
    Stumbling into the bathroom, I took a quick shower. 
 
    I ate dinner downstairs in the dining room. I was glad that night’s menu was an assortment of comfort foods. I selected macaroni and cheese, along with a salad and Diet Coke, and a plateful of chocolate chip cookies for dessert. 
 
    I followed dinner up by wandering into a downstairs bathroom and buying a couple packets of Tylenol out of a vending machine. Using water from a faucet, I took two. Hopefully, that would do the trick. 
 
    At 5:55, I wandered outside and sat on the porch to wait for Li and the car that would pick us up. The minute I saw Li, I waved and went running down the stone staircase to meet her. The car came pulling up a few seconds later. 
 
    We rode mostly in silence. The driver, a young woman about our age, was listening to a podcast about positivity. Huh. Such a different outlook on the world than my own, I found the podcast kind of annoying. Since Li and I couldn’t talk about a lot of the stuff we were involved in at Ocean View in front of the driver, we hopped on to our cell phones. I watched a few YouTube videos on tattoos to pass the time. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the tattoo parlor. It was a small shop with a neon sign out front that simply said TATTOOS in glowing red. Li looked up at the sign with skepticism. “Do you know anything about this place?” 
 
    I was glad I had a good answer for that. “Oh, yeah. Apple had her tattoos done here last year. They did a great job.” 
 
    Li didn’t smile. She said, “Cool,” and followed me inside. 
 
    A string of bells announced our arrival. The place was empty, which suited me just fine. 
 
    Zahava, the woman who ran the shop and inked Apple’s tattoos, came out of a back room. I relaxed a bit. I really hoped I’d get her, since she did such a great job for Apple. She looked the same as before: shaved head, her neck and arms and part of her face covered in tattoos. It’s possible she’d added more tattoos; but she had so many, I’d never be able to tell. She was wearing small silver hoops through her ears. I didn’t remember those. 
 
    Zahava gave me a big smile. “Why, hello there, Shade!” 
 
    That felt weird. I wasn’t famous here like back where I’d helped with the rescue of Annie and the other kidnapped girls. I usually went unnoticed. “Hi! You remember me?” 
 
    Zahava ran a hand across her shaved head. “Sure do. I’m good with names and faces. And I remember my clients. You were here with that Apple girl who was done with her old boyfriend, Johnny. How’s she like her new tattoos?” 
 
    It’s amazing how much can change in a year. Last year, replacing her Johnny tattoos was a big step for Apple in reclaiming her body and preparing for the procedure to synchronize with a new seal body. This year, getting those tattoos seemed such a small change in comparison to what Apple was going through right now. 
 
    And here I was taking baby steps that felt like taking a first step on the moon to me. One small step for Shade… 
 
    I said, “Apple’s tattoos are great. She’s really happy with them. I decided I’d like tattoos in the same places. Different designs, but similar.” 
 
    Walking over to the front counter, Zahava pulled a thick design book out from a shelf underneath. I recognized it as the same one that Apple had used to pick her tattoos. Zahava opened to the same set of pages. Man, she had a fantastic memory. Compared to her, my brain was a sieve. 
 
    Li and I looked through the designs. When Apple got her tattoos, she completely avoided anything that had to do with the ocean. Instead, she picked an armband of butterflies for her bicep and a bracelet of flowers for her ankle. I figured it was because she was too upset over losing her seal body to have anything to do with the ocean. Everything had changed now. Apple was in the process of reclaiming her selkie identity with a new seal body. She was excited once again to be able to swim as a seal with other selkies. I was here to express solidarity with Apple. I pointed to tiny seal tattoos and starfish, and then dolphins. “How about an armband on my right bicep of seals and starfish and an ankle bracelet of dolphins and starfish?” 
 
    Li said, “I think that would look great.” 
 
    Zahava said, “Good choice.” Then she led me over to the chair where she’d be doing my tattoo. I settled in and got as comfortable as I could. The chair was nicely padded; but I was so tense, I felt stiff as a board. Li removed some magazines from a nearby folding chair and sat down. 
 
    Zahava pointed to the trail of blue and white stars across Li’s forehead. “I like your tattoo. Does it have any special significance?” 
 
    “Just that I’m a day dreamer, head in the clouds, starry-eyed and all that. It just seemed like the perfect artwork for me. And I liked the colors. I’m Li Zhang, by the way.” 
 
    Zahava snapped on a pair of blue gloves. “Sounds perfect. If you ever want more tattoos, you know where to come.” She smiled, then turned her full attention to me. “I thought we’d start with your arm tattoo. You’ve never had tattoos before, right?” 
 
    She must have remembered that from my time looking through the design books while Apple got tattooed. “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    Zahava suggested I get my arm tattoos first and explained her reasoning. “The middle of the bicep is one of the least painful spots on the body for getting tattoos. Your ankle will be a lot more sensitive. If I do your arm first, it will get you used to the process.” 
 
    Oh, God. The ankle was gonna hurt more? “Maybe I should get my ankle done first. I’m afraid I’m just going to worry about my ankle the whole time I’m getting my arm done. Am I allowed to have that done first?” I intended to get both sets of tattoos, no matter how painful. They were for Apple. This was also the first step I was taking to show solidarity with the merpeople and selkies of Ocean View. But I wanted to get this all done at once and I was afraid I’d chicken out if I knew more pain was in store after I’d already weathered some pain. Anxiety and fear of the future are two of my mortal enemies. 
 
    Zahava placed a gloved hand on the arm of the chair and looked at me for a few seconds, probably trying to assess if I was for real. Finally, she said, “You’re allowed to do whatever you want. I guess I see where you’re coming from. It’s like eating your vegetables before the rest of your dinner. Save the best for last and get the worst over with. So, what colors do you want for the dolphins and starfish? Same as in the book?” 
 
    I tried to remember the colors. “What was that? Blue-gray for the dolphins and gold for the starfish?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I want.” 
 
    “OK, then. I need you to take off your shoe and sock from the ankle you want tattooed and roll up your jeans.” 
 
    This thing was becoming real. Excited to get started, I followed Zahava’s instructions. I tried to relax while she got the ink and needles ready. I started to think I’d like a tattoo of ghosts somewhere on my body, maybe a ring of them around my wrist or something. 
 
    Until…Owwwww!…Owwwww!…Owwwww!…Zahava pierced my skin with the first needle. I am such a wimp. Li had tattoos across her forehead. Zahava was covered in tattoos. One prick of ink and I felt like I was being tortured. What do you want to know? I’ll tell you anything, just make it stop! No human being has ever suffered like this! I slapped my hand down on the arm of the chair. 
 
    Zahava lifted the needle from my skin. “You have to stay still. Good thing you didn’t move your ankle. If you move, it’s going to seriously mess up the artwork. Are you sure you don’t want me to do your arm first?” 
 
    Tears trickled down my face. Damn it. Wimps don’t belong in tattoo parlors. I got so embarrassed, my face felt hot. In addition to crying, I’m sure I blushed. Pull yourself together, girl. I shook my head. “No. I’m fine. Keep going. This is new for me.” 
 
    I looked up at the tattoos on Zahava’s face. I tried to concentrate on them to take my mind off the pain. A half-moon curved around her left eyebrow near her temple, while three tiny bats flitted away from it across her brow. On her right temple, she had the word Freedom etched in fancy scroll. Under her right eye, she had an incredibly colorful hummingbird: feathers of turquoise, blue, yellow and green, a splash of red along its beak. On her chin, there were colorful geometric designs. 
 
    I suddenly felt like I’d been drugged. The ink must have been poisoned. That’s the only thing I could think of. My heart skipped a few beats. I saw the ink pouring into my veins—black ink first, then fiery red, then black once again. It forced its way throughout my body, fast-growing tendrils filling my veins with a living plant, sending flowers sprouting inside my brain. 
 
    Then I totally didn’t care. I relaxed against the chair. 
 
    Zahava said, “You’re doing great.” 
 
    Li flipped through the pages of a magazine. The sound was amplified. Fliiiipppp… 
 
    The geometric designs on Zahava’s chin did strange things. They moved around, rearranging themselves. They were solving mathematical problems or trying to send a message to me. I was obtuse. I couldn’t understand the code. They moved on to solving complex problems. In the end, they would figure out how to send human beings to Mars. I wished I had Leotard Girl with me. She should be communicating with the shapes, not me—the cubes in particular. The cubes held information on ancient races that had once inhabited Mars. 
 
    The bats took flight, leaving for somewhere outside the shop. 
 
    My mind followed the bats, drifting off somewhere far away, to some ancient land where bats had power. 
 
    Zahava’s words brought me back to the room. “All done. You did great. Want to check it out?” 
 
    My mind cleared, like churning water settling down into a clear crystal pond. Whatever had happened, it was over. Wherever I’d gone, I was back. 
 
    I looked at my ankle. Tears flowed down my cheeks again. Honest to God, I’m so emotional, it’s like I’m a human water faucet with pipes connected directly to a river of tears. 
 
    Zahava laughed. “I hope those are happy tears.” 
 
    I wiped them away. “Yeah, they are. Don’t mind me.” 
 
    My ankle now stood in solidarity with Apple. It looked fantastic. Tiny blue-gray dolphins alternated between jumping up and heading downward into tiny blue waves capped in white, so that it looked like some were leaping out of the water, others diving right into it. My ankle bracelet was made of the following string of repeated images: dolphin leaping out of the water, gold starfish, dolphin diving back down into the water, gold starfish. 
 
    There had been no pain while the geometric shapes had been talking to me. Now, suddenly, my ankle burned with the aftermath of having tender skin punctured with a needle and injected with dye, my blood mixing with the dye and escaping in smears and droplets where the needle had gone in. 
 
    Zahava covered my ankle in a thin coating of petroleum jelly and covered it with a bandage. “Leave this bandage on for twenty-four hours, OK? Same with the one you’ll have on your arm. After twenty-four hours, take the bandages off and leave them off. Wash the tattooed areas gently with antimicrobial soap and water. You’re then going to wash the areas, gently, several times a day and apply antibacterial ointment twice a day. Got it?” 
 
    I nodded. “Can you give me those instructions in writing?” 
 
    Zahava started peeling off her gloves. “Absolutely. I have a sheet of instructions I’ll give you when we’re done.” She stepped on a garbage can pedal and threw in the gloves as soon as the lid popped open. “Why don’t we take a break? Half an hour, maybe. There’s a great coffee shop right down the street. You could go there, if you’d like.” 
 
    That was the best idea I’d heard in a while. Yes! A coffee shop! 
 
    I started putting my sock back on, then realized that wouldn’t work with my bandaged ankle. Balling up the sock and sticking it in my pocket, I slipped on my sneaker. Then I rolled up my other jeans leg, so both would match. 
 
    I set the alarm on my cell phone for thirty minutes later. 
 
    When we stepped outside, a cool breeze rustled my hair and felt great against my face. 
 
    Li said, “I hope you didn’t mind…” 
 
    “Mind what?” 
 
    Li twisted her mouth, as though deciding whether or not to let the words she was thinking escape into the world. Finally, she said, “You were in so much pain, I used a spell on you. I usually ask before doing that, but I couldn’t say anything in front of the tattoo artist.” 
 
    So the weird visions I’d experienced didn’t have anything to do with the ink. I hadn’t been poisoned or had an allergic reaction. “That was awesome, actually. I got through everything just fine, piece of cake. Thank you.” 
 
    Li’s shoulders relaxed. “Good. I always like helping my friends.” 
 
    The coffee shop was bustling. The place was packed with people and humming with conversation. After standing in line for ten minutes, I ordered chocolate cheesecake and hot chocolate, both with whipped cream on top. I wanted a latte something fierce, but I was afraid that much caffeine would give me the jitters while I got my arm inked. I settled for lots of chocolate instead, which wasn’t exactly a horrible sacrifice. 
 
    A couple got up from a small two-person table in the back just as we’d finished paying for our stuff, so we grabbed it. I tried my best to relax while giving myself a dose of chocolate euphoria. 
 
    Alas, there was no euphoria. I was too nervous over getting the next tattoo. 
 
    Li sipped her coconut latte, then set her cup down on the table. “Do you want me to place another spell on you, so you don’t feel any pain, with the next tattoo?” 
 
    I had to think about that. “I’m not sure. I totally appreciate your doing that for my ankle. Those tattoos hurt like the dickens. But my arm’s supposed to hurt a whole lot less and I feel like I oughta do some of this on my own.” 
 
    Li gave me a skeptical look. “If you were allowed to take pain meds other than Tylenol for getting a tattoo, wouldn’t you do it?” 
 
    She raised a good point. I’d taken Tylenol. I would have really liked something stronger. “Why aren’t most pain meds allowed, anyway? Do you know?” 
 
    Li said, “Because a lot of pain meds—including Ibuprofen and aspirin—thin your blood. You could bleed too much getting your tattoos, and even bleed for a couple of days afterward. So…would you take stronger pain meds if you could?” 
 
    I answered without thinking about things from Li’s point of view. “Well, yeah, but pain meds don’t seem unnatural. Being put under a spell does.” 
 
    Hurt crossed over Li’s face, like a cloud throwing shadows over the ground. “Do I seem unnatural to you? Is that what you think?” 
 
    Man. I’m such an idiot. “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Li waited for more of an explanation. I had to think fast on my feet, but I was totally distracted by concerns over my next tattoo. “I mean, it’s unnatural for me because I’m human. That’s all.” 
 
    Li interrupted me. “I’m human, too. I have witchcraft powers, but I’m still human. I mean, what makes you more human than me? You have ghost whispering powers, after all. What’s the difference between that and being a witch?” 
 
    I felt stunned she saw it that way. “Witches are a lot more powerful than me. I hear ghosts, but so do lots of other people. I have to help ghosts when I hear them. That’s the only thing that makes me different than a normal person. You, on the other hand, have all kinds of amazing powers. It feels like cheating if I let you use them on me to make things easier in my life.” 
 
    Li took another sip from her cup. She stared off into the distance, looking like she might cry. Her face was all scrunched up. She pointed at a guy two tables over. “I’m pretty sure that’s a shifter over there. I wonder if he goes to Ocean View.” 
 
    He blinked. A second set of eyelids closed and opened from the sides. 
 
    I said, “Yeah. I think you’re right.” 
 
    Li turned her attention back to me. “I’m sorry. I’m being overly sensitive. If you want to try getting a tattoo without my help, that’s fine. Go for it.” 
 
    That made me nervous. Since she’d spared me the pain of getting my first tattoo, I had no idea how the process usually felt without anything other than Tylenol. “Look, I might not be able to stand the pain. I can be quite a wimp. How about we have a secret code? If I need your help, I’ll say, ‘How’s my tattoo coming along. Li?’ That will be the clue for you to put me under another spell. OK?” 
 
    Li smiled. “Sure. I can do that. I mean, you oughta be able to try it first, see how brave you are, without any help.” 
 
    My cell phone sounded an alarm. Saved by the bell. Time to go. 
 
    When we got back to the tattoo parlor, Zahava was ready. She had the needles and ink all set out on a tray next to my chair. 
 
    I climbed up and got settled. 
 
    I didn’t find the process too painful. I was able to deal with it. When it was about halfway done, I got curious. I asked, “What do you think, Li? How’s the new tattoo looking?” 
 
    Putting down the magazine she’d been reading, Li gave me quite the quizzical look. She opened her eyes wide. Then shrugged her shoulders. It was like she was trying to tell me something. Finally, she asked, “Do you mean, how’s it coming along?” 
 
    Oh, God. I started to worry it was a mess. I imagined the seals looking like ugly blobs of flesh, the starfish resembling yellow tennis balls with tiny spikes rather than their usual pointy arms. If the seals were messed up, that would be such an insult to Apple. I panicked. “Yes. How’s it coming along?” 
 
    Ooooops. I suddenly realized that was awfully close to the code we’d arranged. I’d been dealing with the pain. It wasn’t that bad. I felt proud of myself. 
 
    Suddenly, ink poured into my veins. Tendrils drilled their way through the veins, exploding in a bouquet of flowers inside my brain. 
 
    Fine. Pain was incredibly overrated, anyway. I settled down, more relaxed. 
 
    When she was done, Zahava said, “You did great! You’re the perfect candidate for more tattoos.” 
 
    Li smiled and winked at me as Zahava made her way to the cash register to ring up my bill and give me instructions on how to care for my tattoos. 
 
    On the way back to campus, Li told me she was glad she could help. 
 
    All’s well that ends well, I guess. 
 
    And I had some very cool tattoos. 
 
    When we got back to campus, I felt I needed a break from making changes to my body. Just a short break and some sustenance. I decided to grab a snack and rest for half an hour. 
 
    It turned out our dining room has snacks available all night long. I had no idea! There was a section where there were things like: slices of pie, cookies, chips, containers of yogurt. There was also a soft serve ice cream machine with cones and paper bowls next to it. I chose a slice of lemon meringue pie and a carton of milk. 
 
    After I’d eaten, I climbed into bed, pulled the curtains closed and stared at the top of the lace canopy as though expecting stars to travel across it or the sudden appearance of the aurora borealis. It wouldn’t have mattered if such things had appeared, however, I was so zonked out, staring into nothingness, giving my brain a rest. I doubt it would have made a difference if dragons had suddenly emerged, breathing fire as they crossed the sky of my faerie-magicked drapes. Well, technically, it would have mattered. They would have set the whole damn bed on fire. Unless, of course, the faeries had made the curtains fireproof. 
 
    My mind wanders sometimes, as you can tell from my serious consideration of things that might, but really couldn’t, ever travel across the top of my bed canopy. 
 
    After half an hour, the gongs and chimes alarm sounded on my cell phone. Murderous hammers smashing my rest to bits. 
 
    I texted Trinity: i’m back from getting my tattoos. r u ready 4 me to come over? 
 
    Trinity: absolutely! i got the hair colors u asked 4. She added a smiley face. 
 
    Me: awesome! be right over. 
 
    Dragging myself out of bed, I headed over to Trinity’s. 
 
    Trinity lived in the Shapeshifters House for girls. It was on the opposite side of my building from the Witches House. As I set foot into the forest, I started to doubt the wisdom of getting my hair dyed in a place that housed shifters, especially at night. I looked up through the trees to search for the moon. I finally spotted it through an opening between the branches of two sequoias. It wasn’t quite full, so maybe werewolves wouldn’t spontaneously shift. I knew, however, that most shifters could change into animal form by simply deciding to do so. The moon needn’t be a major concern and I needed to stop worrying so much. 
 
    I decided to trust that Trinity knew what she was doing. 
 
    On the other hand, I was an idiot for deciding to take the forest route at night when I had no idea how many shifters or other creatures were out there at night. 
 
    I finally arrived at the Shapeshifters House. Like all the campus houses I’d seen so far—except for the shoddy ones where the selkies and merpeople lived—it was very cool. It was a huge metal structure, different sections in silver and gold, with hundreds of tiny windows. The front section was square. A bunch of towers rose up behind it. 
 
    A winding concrete ramp, rather than stairs, led up to the front door. All kinds of animals had been painted in vivid colors on the ramp, like a mural you walked on. 
 
    At the front door, I found both a doorbell and a metal knocker. The knocker was shaped like a lion, with its tail being the part you lifted. I wondered what kind of politics had gone into choosing a lion over all the other animals a shifter could become. Maybe they changed the knocker every so often to make more shifters happy. 
 
    I decided to use the doorbell. Inside the house, I heard the deep roar of a lion. It sounded very real. Oh, God, I really hoped that was the doorbell and not a beast about to rip me to shreds…or even, honestly, to simply answer the door. I’d die of fright right then and there. 
 
    By the time the door opened, my fingers were trembling and my heart was racing like a jackrabbit. 
 
    There on the threshold of the Shapeshifters House was an Asian girl wearing a blue-and-white gingham dress. She had short black hair with an incredible sheen. Pacing back and forth across her bare feet, hugging her shins, was an adorable gray cat. I wondered if it was a shifter, but decided it would be rude to ask. Instead, I told her I was there to see Trinity Carr. 
 
    The girl picked up the cat, so I guess it was an actual cat that belonged to her. “Wait just a second.” 
 
    Walking over to an intercom on the wall, she pushed one of many buttons on a panel. “Trinity, someone’s here to see you.” Letting go of the button, she asked me my name. Then she announced into the speaker: “Shade.” 
 
    Turning back to me, she said, “Trinity will be right down.” Then she stepped into a hallway on the left and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Holy camole. That lobby! 
 
    High walls, made of metal that matched the outside of the building, were filled with small windows that during the day would let in streams of sunlight. At that particular moment, at night, electric lights that looked like torches covered the walls and illuminated the lobby. The floor was made of white concrete. An Oriental style rug painted with colorful scenes covered most of the floor. Chandeliers hung from the ceiling. On each one, a circular metal ring depicted a specific type of animal circling the light in the center of the chandelier. 
 
    The lobby was empty until an elevator door opened at the far end of the room. Trinity stepped out and waved. “Hey, Shade!” 
 
    I walked across the carpet to meet her. 
 
    She looked fantastic. First thing I noticed was her hair. It was pink now instead of blue and it looked great against her dark skin. She had an amethyst stud in her left nostril that twinkled in the light. “You dyed your hair! I love it! It looks perfect on you!” 
 
    Trinity smiled. “I’m glad you like it. I did it this afternoon, right after I picked up all the dyes. So, you trust me to do your hair?” 
 
    “Absolutely! I always did, though.” 
 
    Trinity pushed the elevator button for the fourteenth floor. The elevator was modern; it whizzed upward at a fast clip. We stepped off onto a floor made of white concrete. Everything was made that way: floor, ceiling and walls. It didn’t look like a bunker, however, as it certainly could have. Carpet woven with colorful scenes ran down the hallway, leaving a foot of concrete visible on either side. Tapestries depicting elaborate scenes hung from the walls. And the same type of torch lights as those attached to the lobby walls illuminated this space. 
 
    Trinity said, “Hi,” to a number of girls we passed in the hallway. 
 
    When we got to her room, she waved her I.D. card in front of a sensor. With a whirring sound that indicated it was unlocking, the door popped open. 
 
    We entered a room larger than mine and Natalie’s and designed with a completely different aesthetic. The walls and ceiling were the same as in the hallway: made of white concrete. The floor was covered in wall-to-wall navy blue carpeting. Bookshelves divided the room, but rose higher than mine and Natalie’s to touch the ceiling. Trinity’s bed was king-sized with legs carved from tree trunks and her desk and nightstand were made of the same type of wood. A stained glass Tiffany lamp designed to look like a tree with willowy branches and bright red flowers stood on the nightstand. 
 
    Trinity waved her arm, gesturing toward the room “So, what do you think of this place?” 
 
    “Pretty darn cool. We definitely took a step up in accommodations this year, didn’t we?” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Yeah, I’ll say.” 
 
    Leading me over to her desk, she showed me the dyes she’d bought for me, which were exactly the ones I’d requested: blue, pink and purple. I decided on pink and blue, but offered to pay for all of them. Trinity insisted she could use the purple sometime and only let me pay for the others. 
 
    Then she explained the process to me. I thought I’d have to have my own color bleached out of my hair. She said she could do that, but it wasn’t necessary if I just wanted to add streaks. Cool! That’s exactly what I wanted. 
 
    So, I sat in a folding chair that Trinity dragged into her bathroom. (She and her roommate had separate bathrooms, the same as Natalie and me.) She threw a bath towel over my shoulders, put a hair band around my head to protect my forehead, and divided my hair into separate sections that she secured with clips. Then, one by one, she released a section from its clip and using a wide brush, painted it with blue or pink cream. 
 
    While painting the first strand pink, she said, “Hey, you know that interview you need to do with me for class? We could do it now, if you’d like.” 
 
    At first, I thought: Darn, I don’t have the questions with me! Then I realized I could look them up using my cell phone. So, here’s how that all went… 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Trinity Carr. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    Right now, I’m starting my sophomore year at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    Shapeshifting. Also, hair dyeing. I could be a hairdresser. (Trinity laughed here. I commented that I felt better knowing she was gifted in that area and laughed along with the joke.) 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    Oh, wow. I knew I could shapeshift since I was four years old. We had a cat who had kittens. The kittens were adorable. They were little balls of fluff with blue eyes. I wanted to be just like them. Poof! I was just like them. My parents were horrified. They couldn’t find me for an entire day. They were so scared, they called the police. Eventually, my older sister commented that she thought we had five kittens, but now we had six. I was having a grand old time, snuggling up with the other kittens and their mama. All of a sudden, my dad picked me up and promised me candy if I returned to human form. That candy was a powerful motivator. I had no idea how to shift, but I did it once again through sheer willpower and returned myself to human form. My dad kept his promise and took me to the store to pick out candy; but, wow, did I ever get lectured about never shifting without my parents’ permission. They’re both shifters, by the way. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    More times than I can count, starting with my very first shift, the one I just told you about. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    Well…yeah. I wanted to spy on an old boyfriend in high school, so I turned myself into a mouse that hid behind the wall of his bedroom. I’m not proud of that. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I once shifted into a lion and scared some guys off who were robbing an old woman. I think I scared the crap out of the old woman, too, but at least she wasn’t robbed. 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    I really don’t know. I’m hoping to figure that out through classes here at Ocean View. 
 
      
 
    After Trinity finished dyeing my hair, we watched TV for half an hour. Then she washed and conditioned my hair in her bathroom sink. When she was done, I had dark hair with pink and blue streaks. 
 
    Voilà! I was ready to surprise Apple, plus I had one more interview completed! 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 19 
 
    The next day, an ambulance picked me up and drove me to the hospital to get Apple. It freaked me out when the emergency vehicle first pulled up in front of my house and the driver asked for “Shade.” Ambulance service was apparently a perk for students and staff at Ocean View, but I had assumed Apple would come home in a regular car. 
 
    Nothing was as I’d expected. 
 
    The driver parked right in front of the hospital. He and two medical workers who rode with me in the back of the vehicle hopped out and accompanied me up to Apple’s room. 
 
    Apple was in a wheelchair. That seemed fine. In human hospitals, no one’s allowed to leave any other way, even if they feel perfectly fine to walk. It’s a liability issue. Hospitals don’t want to be sued if you trip or pass out. But the look on Apple’s face and her overall appearance…It was a bit shocking, to be honest. Her face was pale. Her eyes were dull and she had a faraway look like she’d been drugged. Her arms hung limply by her sides. 
 
    Pain meds. Maybe she was on pain meds. I held out hope for that. Her symptoms would be temporary then, a natural side effect of medication. 
 
    The Aquatic Brain Synchronization Specialist and a bunch of nurses wearing blue scrubs were gathered around Apple. I asked the specialist if Apple was OK. 
 
    Dr. Sanderson said, “Oh, yes, she’s doing great. She’ll be doing even better after a few weeks in the rehabilitation center.” 
 
    “Rehabilitation center?” No one had told me anything about that. It sounded to me like something had gone terribly wrong, like Apple had had a stroke or something. 
 
    Dr. Sanderson explained, “Yes. That’s the normal procedure. Apple will need a few weeks to adjust to her selkie body, both when she’s in human form and when she’s in seal form. She has an entirely new brain-body interface and there are two completely different bodies she has to be able to function within. She’s come through the process so far with flying colors.” She winked. “You’ll see. In a few weeks’ time, she’ll be completely back to normal. By the way, I like your hair.” 
 
    I’d always liked Dr. Sanderson’s hair, the way it was dyed with mermaid colors: turquoise, green and blue with those white and golden highlights. I also thought it was cool how both her arms were covered in tattoos. “Thanks. I got some tattoos as well. I was hoping to surprise Apple.” 
 
    Dr. Sanderson seemed surprised. “Tattoos? Where?” 
 
    Fair enough. Her arms were works of art. My tattoos were more like hidden birthmarks. Even the size of the bandages was nothing to write home about. “They’re still bandaged. I only had them done yesterday.” I showed her the gauze on my right bicep. “This one’s an armband of alternating seals and starfish.” I pointed to my ankle. “And this one’s a bracelet of dolphins and starfish.” 
 
    Dr. Sanderson smiled. “That’s very cool. I’m sure Apple will appreciate that as soon as she feels better.” 
 
    I asked the question that had been bothering me ever since I heard about the few weeks in the rehabilitation center. “What’s Apple supposed to do about her classes and schoolwork while she’s at the center?” 
 
    Dr. Sanderson said, “That’s not a problem at all. The college will supply tutors. She won’t fall behind.” 
 
    I followed in silence as an orderly wheeled Apple out of the hospital where several more orderlies placed her on a stretcher and lifted her into the ambulance. 
 
    I was allowed to ride along in back. 
 
    No sirens. Just a quiet fifteen-minute ride to the rehabilitation center. 
 
    By the time we got there, I was exhausted. Worrying about Apple had sapped every ounce of energy I had. 
 
    While orderlies lifted Apple out of the ambulance on her stretcher and placed her in a wheelchair, I took a look at the rehabilitation center. It was nice. Not as impressive as the selkie hospital, but nice just the same. It was a large stone building with gardens and a waterfall in front. 
 
    I followed Apple and the orderlies into the building and up an elevator to her room. Her new room was an ordinary hospital one, same as those for humans. No water tank or anything, just the typical patient room with a bed, couple of chairs, a nightstand, and a TV attached to the wall across from the bed. IV poles and monitoring equipment stood by like sentinels waiting to be pulled into action should the need arise. A nurse explained to me that Apple would be taken to special pools every day to practice shapeshifting into selkie form and navigating as a seal. 
 
    After the staff helped Apple get settled in her new bed and she was sitting up comfortably with her back against the pillow, a hint of color and a greater sense of life came back into her face and eyes. I figured the pain meds or whatever else they’d had her on must have started wearing off. She gave me a surprised look. “I love your hair, Shade! When did you have that done?” 
 
    I felt so happy. “It was a surprise for you. These are mermaid colors. Well, a splash of them, anyway. I started out with streaks of blue and pink to see how I liked them. You want to see a bigger surprise?” 
 
    Light danced in Apple’s eyes. “Sure. What?” 
 
    I felt kind of stupid. I really hadn’t timed things well. I had bandages rather than tattoos to show her. 
 
    Apple was moved by the gesture, however—especially when I explained that I’d had them added to the same places where she’d had her Johnny tattoos inked over, in order to show my support for her return to life as a selkie. Her eyes filled with tears. “Awww, that’s really sweet. When do your bandages come off?” 
 
    “Tonight.” So lame. Off by only a few hours. Had I gone to the tattoo parlor a little bit earlier, I could have shown Apple artwork instead of gauze. 
 
    When I finally took the bandages off later that night, I cried. The tattoos were gorgeous, everything I’d hoped for. A ring of brownish gray seals and golden starfish encircled my right bicep. And I now had a permanent ankle bracelet of blue-gray dolphins leaping in and out of white-capped ocean waves and golden starfish surrounding my ankle. These were perfect expressions of my solidarity with Apple, as well as colorful works of art etched into my skin, enhancing my body as permanent jewelry. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    The next day was Monday. Back to classes. 
 
    First up was my Journalism class. Nothing exciting happened this time. We simply got back into the same groups we’d had when we showed off our magical skills. This time, we were just supposed to hold an open-ended discussion. I guess that was so we could get to know each other better. Or maybe like anthropologists, come to understand completely different types of cultures, which was completely unnecessary, if you ask me. We already knew all kinds of magical creatures from freshman year. 
 
    Tai Chi Sword Class started out hugely disappointing; but by the time I got to VR class, I realized that my new P.E. class might just save my sanity. 
 
    Turns out we weren’t going to learn how to use swords until much later. First, we were going to learn Tai Chi. My initial thoughts: Rip-off! False advertising! Dr. Ch’en said that the movements of Tai Chi Sword were based on Tai Chi, a system of slow and deliberate movements designed to strengthen and integrate the mind and body, leading to greater focus and awareness, ultimately useful in self defense even without swords. Yawn. But then again, I really could stand to integrate my mind and body. They rarely functioned together as one unit. Truth be told, my mind wasn’t even integrated with itself. It was more like a beehive, basically working together as a whole brain; but with random thoughts distracting me, worker bees zipping off here and there to smell the flowers. 
 
    On my way to VR class, I realized that I felt a bit more calm and focused than usual and attributed that to the session of Tai Chi movements. And thank God for that. VR class turned into a nightmare. 
 
    Everything started out like normal. Dr. Galbraith told us we were going to spend the entire class inside the virtual reality equipment. I was cool with that. I’d been inside the equipment a fair number of times and had always succeeded at completing the assignment. If anything, the assignments had seemed way too easy. I was hoping there’d be more of a challenge this year. 
 
    We all walked around the shiny black floor embedded with twinkling stars until we reached the rectangle outlined in glowing blue lines that had our name etched in neon blue script along one of the sides. Galactic Shade Griffin. That was me. 
 
    I waited for the bag to descend from the ceiling. As soon as it reached me, I grabbed my vest, kneepads, gloves and boots and put them on. I put the sneakers I’d been wearing into the bag. As soon as the color-coded wires descended, I attached them to the matching tabs on my equipment. Then I reached for the shiny black helmet with the darkened faceplate in front and the glowing blue designs on the back and popped it over my head. I pushed the button on my left shoulder to initiate the program. 
 
    The following words floated in front of me: Welcome, Shade. 
 
    I answered: “Hello.” 
 
    Then the AI made her introduction: My name is Sia. I’ll be your guide inside this exercise. It’s not a game this time. It’s more of an experience, something that will expand your knowledge and add to your wisdom about the spirit world. As in the VR games you’ve played so far, you may speak to me whenever you like. No one outside the game will hear you. When you’re using the VR equipment solo, your microphone only connects with me and the characters inside the VR program. When you’re connected to other people inside the VR program, you can also talk to them, but not to anyone else. If you prefer to type, just say the word “Keyboard” and tap on the virtual keyboard that appears in front of you. Is that clear, Shade? 
 
    I answered, “Yes,” and waited for the Character Design section to start. It never did. Instead, Sia informed me: I scanned your face and body in order to create a VR representation of yourself. You’re going to be you inside this exercise. Are you ready to begin? 
 
    I was going to be me? Oh, lovely. Just what I wanted: no escape from being inside my own skin. What a waste of expensive VR equipment. I said, “Ready.” I figured I was as ready as I was ever going to be. 
 
    I lied. I wasn’t at all ready, as it turned out. Seeing myself outside myself was really weird, kind of like running into a clone of yourself in the real world. And it was freaky to see how well the VR equipment had captured me, right down to the new streaks of color in my hair. That was like finding videos of yourself on spy equipment. 
 
    Sia spoke up, interrupting my thoughts: There are no instructions for this exercise, other than to go explore as you would in the real world if you were trying to learn about a new place. Go. I’m here if you need me. 
 
    I changed my viewpoint in the exercise so that instead of looking at myself, I was inside myself looking out at things in front of me, same as in the real world. That felt better, more natural. 
 
    I looked around. I seemed to be inside a rainforest. Huge trees and lush greenery filled my vision. Birds splashed ribbons of color with their brilliant wings—blue, red, green, yellow, orange, purple—as they dipped and dove and rose again, flitting from one branch to another. 
 
    My heart raced as a black jaguar crossed the path I was standing on, staring at me with ancient eyes. His kind had been there long before I was even a speck in my mother’s womb. He’d evolved in tooth and claw to survive within wild places; he’d win if we came to an altercation. 
 
    The dark muscled beauty moved on, but I felt that he had come as a messenger: Follow the path you’ve already set your feet upon. That is the way. 
 
    I moved forward. Eventually, I came upon a waterfall. The roar of liquid power announced its presence long before it was visible, drawing me in its direction. When I finally reached the site, I felt as though I’d arrived in paradise. A river of water poured down ferociously from a high ledge, continuously replenishing a pool that was mostly serene, turquoise in color and clear as glass. Bubbles churned at the far end of the pool where the cascade relentlessly cut through its calm surface, turning that part of the pool into a monster that would drown those who dared swim into its vortex. As though made of faerie glamour, a rainbow leapt out of the descending water droplets. At the heart of those liquid spheres were black souls that dared to slice sunrays into separate pigments and present them to the hypnotized world as beautiful stripes of color. 
 
    At the time, I was blind to any evil that might be lurking nearby. I was mesmerized by the beauty of the scene before me. 
 
    I paused to think. My only goal was to explore the land inside this VR program as if it was a new place I wanted to get to know. What would I do if I was in the real world? Right…I’d dive into that pool and get as close as I could to that waterfall. 
 
    I walked quickly along the dirt path that led like an unfurled ribbon to the rim of the pool. Kicking off my virtual sneakers, I toyed with the idea of stripping down to my underwear; but I had no idea what I might have to face or if there were creatures about that might steal my clothes. 
 
    I felt thankful that my avatar was dressed in nothing but leggings and a sleeveless tunic top. That shouldn’t get too heavy when soaking wet and it should dry fairly quickly. I tied my shoelaces together and wrapped them around my wrist, so I could keep my sneakers with me. 
 
    I suddenly realized that the VR program had failed to add the bandages covering my new tattoos to my virtual person. I hoped I’d get to do an exercise like this again sometime, one where I could see my beautiful tattooed bracelets. 
 
    I dove into the water. I expected it to be cold as ice. I have no idea why. The pool was wonderfully refreshing, neither too cold nor too warm. I floated on my back, gazing up at the cloud-filled sky. The blue expanse was filled with shapes that continuously morphed, like vapor in a steampunk kaleidoscope. 
 
    All manner of creatures crossed the heavenly plain: fang-jawed snakes, bears with blood dripping from their razor-sharp teeth and claws, the jaguar carrying a baby monkey in its profane mouth. 
 
    Why was I seeing only morbid images? I scanned the sky for a sweet image, a bunny or a kitten or something. There were none. Perhaps what I was viewing were portents warning me of something I’d soon encounter. Shapeshifters, perhaps, beings that shifted into dangerous forms. 
 
    If that was true, why? I’m a ghost whisperer, not a shapeshifter ready to do battle nor a witch or faerie who could fight them effectively. 
 
    I rolled over, turning away from the ominous sky, and swam toward the waterfall. Avoiding the place where flower petals and leaves circled the drain of churning water, I swam around the edge of that gaping mouth, that hungry soul devouring all that fell upon its lips. 
 
    When I reached the bottom of the rock wall that wore the river above on its head, I found a ledge that ran underneath the waterfall. I pictured the mountainous structure as a living bust: a woman with a long neck wearing a fancy hat on her head, the bonnet made from green feathery leaves with a river at its center. The ledge represented her shoulders. If this were a game, the woman might come alive like an Ent in Lord of the Rings. Supposedly, this wasn’t a game, however. It was an exercise, so I had no idea what to expect. 
 
    I stepped onto a dry part of the ledge. In order to calm my fears, I pretended that this was the shoulder of a motherly goddess who would carry me where I needed to go and protect me. 
 
    I held onto the wall as I made my way under the waterfall. I felt drawn to move in this direction, no less than in the Journey game where you could only move in directions that kept you funneled into the pre-assigned hero’s journey. 
 
    Perhaps I was going to be a hero. 
 
    Yeah, right. 
 
    I’d been a hero when I’d saved Annie and the other kidnapped girls, but even then I’d hated all the unwanted attention. 
 
    There were no wins in this scenario. 
 
    I had an exercise to complete. That was it, the only prize I wanted. 
 
    In the middle of the rock wall directly under the waterfall, golden light spilled out of a large opening, turning the rushing water into glistening liquid gold. 
 
    I willingly made my way over to the open mouth and allowed it to swallow me whole. It felt warm and safe. It was, after all, made of light. 
 
    Once inside the gleaming entrance, I discovered a cave that extended far beyond the initial illumination. 
 
    I put my sneakers back on, tied the laces and gave in to the funneling effect once more. 
 
    Looking around, I discovered that the light emanated from open treasure chests filled with glass bottles. All the bottles held golden light. 
 
    Looking more closely, I noticed other treasure chests with closed lids. Some were secured with padlocks; others had been left unlocked. I opened a few of the unlocked chests. As I’d suspected, they all held bottles with different colors: blue, green, orange, purple. Each chest held only one color. I suspected they each granted different powers to the user and that I was expected to use the golden ones first. 
 
    I wondered what the locked treasure chests held. More bottles? Or something else? Perhaps bottles filled with swirling darkness that would lead me to evil or total ruin. I had to admit, this certainly felt like a game. 
 
    Noticing a backpack on a large rock, I scrambled up to get it. It was empty, so I stuffed it full of golden bottles. I left just enough room to add two each of the other colors, just in case I needed them. 
 
    The dark end of the cave became a throat, whispering at me in hoarse desperation: “Shaaaade! Shaaaade! Shaaaade! Come here…Save us!” 
 
    Alrighty then. This was clearly ghost whispering territory. 
 
    Grabbing an extra bottle of golden light to use as a guiding lamp, I set off for the dusky part of the cavern. 
 
    There was something different about this cave. Here, one didn’t walk from the bright area into twilight and then onward into the gradual growth of darkness. Instead, you immediately stepped from the well-lit area into total darkness. When you turned back around, you saw twilight, as though there had been a gradual reduction in light; but the minute you stepped forward, you went from total darkness into light that was blinding because your eyes had already acclimated to the dark. Weird. No wonder there were so many bottles of light at the cave opening. It was the only way, I figured, to survive the cave and live to tell the tale. 
 
    As I walked through the darkness, I realized I could only see parts of the cave. I couldn’t get a clear picture of the entire space. The floor was rocky. Nearby walls sparkled. The cavern was large; the ceiling so high, I couldn’t see it. That was about it. 
 
    At one point, I heard water dripping. Drip. Drip. Drip. Drop. Stalagmites in the making, I supposed. 
 
    When I’d ventured too far to catch even a glimpse of twilight behind me, the light in my bottle sputtered like a flame threatening to go out. It acted so much like fire, I raised my hand to test for drafts that might be affecting it. Nothing. The air was completely still. 
 
    I came to the conclusion that the light inside the bottles had a lifespan—like batteries, or fireflies that children place in jars without enough moisture to sustain them. Everything shimmers until conditions become overly hostile to light. One day, even our sun will explode, plunging us into eternal cold and darkness. Do not go gentle into that good night…Rage, rage against the dying of the light. Who was the poet who said that? I racked my brain for that bit of information. It kept my mind occupied, so there was less room for panic. Dylan Thomas! That was the poet! I’d read that poem in English Lit class, senior year of high school. 
 
    Puzzle on the tip of my tongue solved. Now there was room for panic. 
 
    I set my backpack down and opened it up. Oh, no! All the golden bottles were dull, their glow extinguished, and I’d mostly packed those. The other bottles gleamed in the darkness. 
 
    The blue bottles seemed the brightest, so I grabbed one of those. 
 
    Whoooooosh! Something rushed past me. Once. Twice. Three times. The cave filled with whispers. “Shaaaaade! Shaaaaade! You’ve stepped into our realm. Sweeeet girl, you’ve found us.” Maniacal laughter filled the cavern, bouncing off the floor, the walls, the high ceiling—voices slamming against and rebounding from hard surfaces. 
 
    The blue light went out. This time, I heard the sputter, like water dousing a flame. Pssssst! Sssssst! 
 
    I opened the backpack by feel. Every jar had gone dark. 
 
    My heart beat so loudly in my ears, I swear it echoed off the hard surfaces that enclosed me. Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! 
 
    Then all my senses, my brain and the nervous system that fed it information on sights and sounds and pain, went out. From T.S. Eliot: 
 
      
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    This is the way the world ends 
 
    Not with a bang but with a whimper. 
 
      
 
    For some reason, my mind was alive with fragments of poems and the names of poets from whose brains they’d sprung, flowers in a fertile garden. Perhaps that’s what it’s like to be in a coma or waking up under anesthesia, unable to move but aware of the surgery cutting through your skin. Only your brain is awake. Your thoughts fly faster than the speed of light. Your body’s weighed down like a drowning girl pulled deeper into unbreathable liquid by a boulder suspended from the thick rope secured around her ankle. Down, down into the deep abyss where lantern fish might light your ghostly face and inspect your dead, staring eyes. Where there should be coins placed upon your closed eyelids or the ferryman will leave you there, refusing to transport you across the River Styx to the Underworld. 
 
    How do you move when your brain and spinal column fail to register feedback of any kind of experience? When you’re deaf and blind and your skin, your fingertips even, pick up no sensation of any kind? 
 
    Is what happens next hallucination or real? 
 
    Shadows enveloped me. Demonic ghouls moved throughout the cave. Whispers told me: You are surrounded by ghouls, demons that feast on corpses. This is the cave of corpses and those who are not yet dead. 
 
    Up until that time, I had known nothing of ghouls. The worst magical creatures I’d ever met were the evil pure-blood faeries, and I assumed not all pure-blood faeries were evil. I had difficulty picturing a kindhearted ghoul; that obviously wasn’t in their nature. 
 
    Suddenly, the following words appeared in front of me in black lettering: Visions are important. Respect the truth within visions. 
 
    Whoa. That brought me back to reality. The VR program had sucked me into its own reality, a virtual one, as intensely as dreams do. My mind had stopped looking at the exercise as fabricated. The VR environment had been for a time my actual world. It jolted me to go from the cave I thought I might never escape to a sign hovering in front of my face inside a helmet. It felt exactly like waking up from a realistic dream. Threads of the experience stayed wrapped around me like memories of things that had happened. Those kinds of dreams in which someone you know does something hateful and you’re so mad at them, you have to remind yourself not to tell them off in real life: that’s how real the exercise felt. 
 
    As soon as I’d gathered enough of my wits to reconnect with my actual life, I had the sinking feeling I’d flunked the exercise. The message I’d received at the end sounded like an admonishment or a suggestion for how I could succeed next time. Visions are important. Respect the truth within visions. Somehow, I’d missed important images inside the exercise that would have led to success. Like in a computer game, I’d completely missed important clues and failed to do what I was supposed to accomplish. Were we getting graded on this? I hoped not. Cripes. Once again, I’d become one of those students, more concerned about grades than learning. Of course, it would have helped if the game had explained what the heck I was supposed to learn. I felt kind of pissed off. 
 
    Dr. Galbraith interrupted my thoughts. Oh, right. This was a class and I’d better get my helmet off and see what’s up. Her voice came through the sound system in my helmet: “OK, everyone who gets the message about a journey at the end of the exercise, please stay after class to meet with me.” 
 
    Crap! I really didn’t have time to do makeup work and I really didn’t want to do that exercise again. 
 
    I removed my helmet, then went through the motions of taking off my VR suit and boots, grabbing my own stuff and putting on my sneakers. 
 
    There were still quite a few students inside the exercise. It always looked funny to see people walking or running on the treadtiles and waving their arms when you were outside the equipment. Seeing them in the actual classroom environment, it seemed obvious they weren’t getting very far in the real world, no matter how fast they ran. They looked like marionettes in astronaut suits being manipulated by strings. 
 
    After class, I walked up to the group surrounding Dr. Galbraith. There were about seven of us. She waited until everyone else had left the room. 
 
    Tossing her red curly hair over her shoulder, she looked at us with penetrating blue eyes. “Congratulations to all of you.” She gave us a huge smile. “I suspect you’re my gifted students this year. Not everyone is able to pick up cues within an environment where your basic senses are stripped away. Not all ghost whisperers can sense when the undead are nearby, as opposed to ghosts of the living.” 
 
    A guy wearing steel-toed boots and jeans with torn knees raised his hand. 
 
    Dr. Galbraith acknowledged him. “Yes?” 
 
    The guy ran his hand through his thick beard and cleared his throat. “Are there undead for real? Or is this just preparing us for something else?” 
 
    Dr. Galbraith laughed. Her laughter had a lilting quality to it. I wondered if that had something to do with her being a mermaid. “Both things can be true. I’m not saying anything about that. What I am saying is that the AI program you just ran was designed to teach you something if you were sensitive or gifted enough to receive it. There are things around you that you may need to identify in order to help others. It may not always be the ghosts of people who have died, which is something you’re used to dealing with.” She chuckled, again with a lilting quality. “Of course, I’m not saying it’s the undead. It’s just something…different. And you may not all have the same mission. But here’s today’s lesson in a nutshell: as the game said, Visions are important. Respect the truth within visions. You had visions today, stimulated by the AI environment. Trust those visions. Think about them as you go about your life in the real world. See if you’re being asked in some subliminal way to help out in a situation different than your normal ghost whispering responsibilities. If you have any questions, please come to me and ask away. I’m here to help and advise. In the meantime, you all get an A+ on your work inside the AI equipment today.” 
 
    At that news, we went from being wide-eyed deer in the headlights to being normal students clapping, whistling and making sounds like “Huzzah!” and “Woo-Hoo!” And by normal, I mean as normal as we’d ever be. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 21 
 
    After classes, my cell phone pinged and a calendar notice appeared. Shoot. I’d completely forgotten. I was supposed to interview Maeve O’Keefe in fifteen minutes. OK. I figured I could squeeze that in before everything else: doing the rest of my homework, eating dinner and visiting Apple with Kai and Annie. 
 
    Man, I was feeling incredibly stressed. Things were getting so intense in VR class, I thought I might lose my mind if I didn’t get some fun relaxation time. With Apple in another hospital, this time for three more weeks, and my feeling that I should visit her every day (I was her close friend serving as primary hospital contact, after all) I felt like I was going to implode if I didn’t get some down time. 
 
    I texted Maeve: hey. how u doin? r u ready for the interview? 
 
    She answered immediately: yup. looking forward to it. 
 
    That was sweet. It made me feel good that she remembered. 
 
    Here’s how Maeve answered the questions… 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Maeve O’Keefe. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m starting my sophomore year at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    I’m a faerie. 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    I’m not sure. We always had enchanted things in our house. My dad’s faerie. My mom’s human, but she’s always been open to him sharing his world in our house. To me, all that stuff was natural. I’ve heard stories that I exhibited faerie traits shortly after birth. I was the firstborn. After my mom’s experience with me, she had all my other siblings in a special faerie hospital that delivered babies even if the mother was human but the baby’s dad was faerie. My mom was relieved the obstetrician and nurses never saw me doing anything weird, since she had me in a regular hospital for humans. When my mom was alone with me, after she’d nursed me, I apparently burped and a bunch of butterflies flew out of my mouth. I stared at the butterflies and giggled. A week after I came home from the hospital, my parents took me to a pediatrician for faerie children. The pediatrician diagnosed me as gifted. From what I’ve been told, I kept on doing faerie magic throughout my childhood. My first actual memory of it is when I was five years old. I was playing dolls. I glamoured one doll to look like my mother and another doll to look my father. My mom kinda freaked out when she came to get me for dinner. I mean, it must have felt very weird seeing herself and my dad as dolls. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Yes. I don’t want to say more than that. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    Yes. I don’t want to explain further. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I saved someone from dying once. I was a teenager. My best friend and I went ice-skating on a frozen pond in the woods next to our neighborhood. The ice cracked and my friend fell through into the water. It was horrible. It was really hard, but I managed to summon enough magic to levitate her out. She survived and was fine. 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    To graduate from Ocean View College. I’m not sure what I want to do afterward. I think I’d like to be a professor at Ocean View. I guess because I’m half-human, I actually want to work toward more equal treatment of all the races here on campus. I’d like to see the merpeople and selkies have as much power as the faeries. I’d also like to know why we don’t have certain races here at all. We don’t have any kelpies, for example, and many of them live right next to campus in the Pacific Ocean. 
 
      
 
    That was eye-opening for me. After I thanked Maeve for the interview and said goodbye, I hopped online and looked up kelpies real fast. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary said: a water sprite of Scottish folklore that delights in or brings about the drowning of wayfarers. Hmmm…Surely, this was a biased assessment. I made a mental note to research kelpies further as soon as I had a free moment. 
 
    In the meantime, I looked over my homework assignments. 
 
    I had to watch a video on Tai Chi movements and practice them by next P.E. class, the day after tomorrow. And I had to read more about the founding of Ocean View by faeries for my Journalism class, Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds, also for the day after tomorrow. 
 
    For tomorrow, I had to memorize parts of mermaid and merman bodies and color in a bunch of pictures of their internal organs and muscular, nervous and cardiovascular systems. Ugh. I felt queasy just looking at the black-and-white outlines. I’d always felt this way about the internal parts of bodies, both human and animal. I didn’t want to know about the stuff inside our skins. It made us all seem way too squishy. I hated Biology class for that reason. I hated dissections even more. I thought about Mr. Mhavryck Taylor and his creepy glass jars filled with dead animals and organs floating around in liquid. The eerie green glow of his eyes. I shuddered. I’d been so pleased we didn’t have to do dissections in his class; but then so many more horrible things had happened with him, dissections might have been preferable. 
 
    I picked up my colored pencils and set about doing the assignment. I hated to use up the pencil lead I could be using to draw Leotard Girl, but I wasn’t about to flunk Biology. 
 
    Finishing just in time for dinner, I felt I’d learned quite a bit about the bodies of merpeople. I realized, however, the drawings had only been of merfolk in their aquatic form. I hoped we’d learn more about their biology as they shifted between their aquatic and land forms. I mean, how do you suddenly grow legs when you dry out and then suddenly grow a big tail when you get wet? I’d never actually seen Merrik’s process when he went through that. Now, I was curious. What did that look like? I decided that at some point, I’d ask Apple to let me watch as she shifted between human and seal form. 
 
    Dinner was good. Not great, but good. I had tuna noodle casserole with a salad, cheesecake for dessert and Coke to drink. 
 
    As I was considering whether or not to grab a plate of sugar cookies to top things off, I got a group text from Kai: i’m ready 2 go whenever u guys r. 
 
    Annie answered before I had a chance to respond: i’m ready. shade? 
 
    Deciding to let the sugar cookies go, I replied: ready. wanna meet at my house? i’ll order a car. 
 
    Everyone agreed, so I called campus transportation and ordered a car to take us to Apple’s rehabilitation center. Then I reminded everyone: don’t forget your gifts for apple. 
 
    Damn. I should have made a gift, too. Then I realized I had my tattoos. They were unbandaged now. I couldn’t wait to show them to Apple. I quickly changed into a short-sleeved white T-shirt and olive green khakis, so that my tattoos would be visible. I popped on a pair of low-cut socks and sneakers, so that nothing covered up the ankle bracelet. 
 
    I went downstairs to wait. 
 
    I’d been looking up at the tree where the ghost girl lived, trying to see if she was around, when I heard a noise behind me. When I turned around, I saw Annie. “Hey, Annie! How long have you been standing there?” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide with surprise. Breaking into a huge smile, she said, “Shade! I had no idea that was you! What did you do with your hair?” 
 
    Oh, right. Annie hadn’t seen me since before I’d had my hair streaked. “What? Do you hate it?” 
 
    Annie looked confused. “No. Actually, I love it. You look really different, though.” 
 
    “Check out my tattoos.” I pointed out my new arm and ankle bracelets. 
 
    Annie grabbed my arm to look more closely at the seals and starfish. 
 
    “Ooooo! Oooouch!” I was still sore. 
 
    Annie apologized. “Oh, sorry. I just wanted a closer look. I love it! Let me see your ankle.” This time, she bent down to inspect the artwork. “That’s fantastic. Apple’s going to love all the ocean creatures.” 
 
    I felt really pleased at that. “I hope so. That’s why I had them done.” 
 
    Kai showed up a couple of minutes later. She had the same reaction as Annie, not recognizing me at first and then having high praise for the changes to my hair and skin. 
 
    The car pulled up and a young woman about our age hopped out of the driver’s seat. She had a very unique look. One of her eyes was brown, the other orange. She had tattoos down the left side of her face that looked like leopard spots and a small steel spike through her nose. She was wearing leather gauntlets, with gemstone rings twinkling on every finger. I couldn’t determine whether or not she was a shifter as I tried to prove my theory that most or all of the drivers were from that race. 
 
    She wasn’t much of a talker. “Hi. Is Shade here?” 
 
    I answered. “Yes. That’s me.” 
 
    She asked, “Any luggage?” 
 
    I said, “No.” 
 
    Annie said, “Unh-uh.” 
 
    Kai shook her head. 
 
    The driver looked down at her instructions. “You’re going to the Ocean View Selkie Rehabilitation Center?” 
 
    I said, “Yes, that’s right.” 
 
    I swear she gave a dirty look or smirk, but I wasn’t sure. Her response was quick, but subtle. 
 
    When we got in the car, she turned on music. That was it. Nothing but punk rock the entire trip. I was glad it was a short drive. The music grated on my nerves. It wasn’t exactly Tai Chi Zen. After about five minutes, it felt like my mind and body were traveling in the opposite direction of Zen. Instead of becoming more whole, I was unraveling like a ball of yarn tumbling downhill, batted around by the aggressive paws of a mountain lion. 
 
    When we arrived at our destination, the driver brought the car to a screeching halt. She opened our doors without saying anything. We reflexively said things like, “Bye. Thanks for the ride.” It wasn’t actually necessary. A self-driving car would have been more chatty. As soon as we’d all gotten out, she hopped back in and drove away, tires once again squealing as she raced to leave the premises. 
 
    I wanted to comment. We probably all did, but our minds turned immediately to preparing ourselves for the visit with Apple. 
 
    From the moment we entered her room, I could tell Apple had significantly improved. Her complexion was normally light, but it was no longer sickly pale. She looked like a normal, healthy redhead. Her eyes sparkled. She had a hint of blush on her freckled face. She’d washed her hair, so her red curls once again glistened with highlights. She was wearing a hint of pink lipstick. Now that I was no longer consumed by concern over how sick and out of it she’d seemed, the tattoos on Apple’s arms seemed especially festive. She looked great. 
 
    Apple broke the ice for everyone, playing host from her hospital bed. “Hey, how are you guys? I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
    Kai and Annie had been nervous about the visit, not knowing what to expect. They visibly relaxed. Kai spoke first. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Apple said, “Fantastic,” then launched into an enthusiastic description of her rehabilitation exercises in the rehab pools. “It almost feels like old times when I was able to navigate by intuition. Tomorrow, I’m going to be put through an underwater maze with minimal light to see how I do in conditions similar to the ocean. I’m excited. I’m going to be able to swim as a selkie again.” 
 
    Kai handed Apple the mobile she’d made from broken seashells. “Until you’re able to return to the ocean, I brought some of the ocean to you.” 
 
    Annie held up the mobile she’d made. “Same here. Would you like us to hang them up for you?” 
 
    Tears of happiness rolled down Apple’s face. “That’s fantastic! You can hang them from the curtain rods in the window. They’d look lovely there. Kind of like a portal to the outside world, straight into the ocean every time I look out the window. Thank you!” 
 
    While Kai and Annie hung up their mobiles, I asked Apple if I could take her photo for the record of her journey that I was creating for her. For the first time, she seemed thrilled to have her picture taken. She gave me a huge smile and a thumbs-up. I took out my cell phone. Click. That was the best photo I’d ever taken. 
 
    We stayed for a full hour, chatting, watching online videos and laughing. A nurse kicked us out with a smile at the end of visiting hours. 
 
    I was in such a great mood, I asked Kai and Annie if they’d like to see something cool. Then I led them on a detour past the selkie nursery. It was similar to the one in the hospital where Apple had had her surgery—except, like Apple right now, they were in rehab to learn how to function within their new seal bodies. 
 
    Like me when I’d first discovered baby seals in a hospital setting, Kai and Annie had no idea what they were looking at. I explained about the selkie babies getting new seal skins. 
 
    Kai was the first to bring up a disturbing question. “I wonder where they get the seal bodies from. Do you think they’re transplants from selkie babies who have passed away or is there some kind of business producing the skins? Maybe they’re cloned in a lab?” 
 
    That was troubling. I shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know.” 
 
    While we observed the room where some human-looking babies were wrapped in blankets and other seal-looking babies floated in tanks, I called for a ride back to campus. Then we headed downstairs to wait for the car. 
 
    By the time we got outside, it was dusk. Lit by spotlights, the waterfall in front of the hospital appeared like an oasis of magic on the hospital grounds. The sound of falling water was refreshing. 
 
    A woman stood in front of the waterfall, trying to hold onto the hands of two small children. They wriggled and complained. Finally, one broke free and jumped into the water. As the little boy flipped over the edge of the pond created by the never-ending waterfall, his body changed from human into seal. It happened in the blink of an eye. I wasn’t able to observe the process; it was too fast. Just as the woman became totally distraught, a man came out of the hospital. He rushed over, jumped into the water and grabbed the seal. As he carried it out of the pond, it shifted back into a human child with wet clothes. I was so confused. 
 
    The woman started yelling at the man. “Why did you have to pay the bill now? I’m exhausted! You could have paid online.” 
 
    I laughed to myself. Just a normal family with little kids…except at least one of them could morph into a seal. I wondered how many of them were selkies and if they had another family member in the hospital. Maybe one of them had just been discharged. What if it was the little boy who’d leapt into the water? He certainly seemed to enjoy his life as a little seal. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 22 
 
    When we got back on campus, I asked Kai if I could give her the interview for my Journalism class earlier than we’d planned. Then I texted Dakota Dunn to see if she’d agree to do the same. I really wanted to get that assignment over with as soon as possible. Thankfully, they both agreed. 
 
      
 
    Here’s Kai’s interview… 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Kai Zahnii. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m a sophomore at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    I’m an Empath, also training to become a shaman. My major is Shamanism for Empaths. 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    When I was thirteen years old, I started to realize that I felt things much more deeply than most people. Eventually, I came to realize this made me an empath. Later, I sensed that I also had the power to heal people. I healed my mom once, after she’d been attacked and was close to death. [I remembered that incident so well.] 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Not really. Well, except when I got beaten up in school after feeling too much empathy for the bully rather than standing up for myself. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    No. I’m not sure how that would even be possible, unless you include situations where less empathy might have helped me defend myself better, or maybe there might be situations where healing someone could make things worse. You know, like healing a bad person; but as far as I know, I’ve never done that. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I don’t know. Saving my mom made the world a better place. She eventually died. I wished I could have saved her again, but it was too late and she passed away. [I remembered that incident, too. It was horrible how she died, murdered in that violent shapeshifter battle out in the desert.] 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    To graduate from Ocean View. After that, I’m not sure. 
 
      
 
    Dakota answered the questions like this… 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Dakota Dunn. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m a college sophomore, second year at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    I’m a witch, a pure-blood witch. 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    I discovered I could do stuff like make plants grow quickly, make my dolls fly through the air, stuff like that, when I was a kid. My parents didn’t like it, so they never helped me develop my skills. We lived in a neighborhood of regular humans and they were afraid we’d be rounded up or something if people found out what we could do. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Oh, yeah. Pretty much every time my parents caught me using magic when I was growing up. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    I don’t know. I think my parents overreacted. Personally, I don’t think I used my powers half as much as I should have. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I’m working on that. 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    To make it through all four years of college and graduate. After that, I’m not sure. 
 
      
 
    Awesome. The only interview I had left to do was Apple’s. I decided I’d ask her the next day when I visited her at the rehabilitation center. She was doing great, so it seemed like the perfect time to interview her about her life as a selkie. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 23 
 
    The next day was a series of ups and downs. 
 
    Waking up early and discovering that Natalie had done the same, I decided to ask if she wanted to get breakfast together. 
 
    Over bacon and eggs and pancakes dripping with syrup, I told her about The Castle by the Sea. Surprisingly, Natalie knew all about it. 
 
    She looked up from her much healthier breakfast of oatmeal and fruit. “That place has a horrible history. The college has pretty much let it rot. It’s like the administration doesn’t want to touch it or think about it, as if everything that happened there will be forgotten by future generations if it just falls apart and sinks into the soil. My mom talks about that place from time to time. She’s outraged about it.” 
 
    I cut a bite-sized wedge out of my stack of pancakes. I gobbled up the buttery, syrup-soaked starchy edible sponge for a boost in brain energy and courage…kind of like taking a vitamin, but without any health benefits. “Maybe our generation is the one that has to do something about it. Maybe the responsibility falls on our shoulders.” 
 
    Taking a sip of herbal tea (she seriously had better eating habits than I did) Natalie shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    We ate in silence for a bit. Finally, I asked Natalie if she or her family knew anyone in the administration who might help us fix the place up to use for club meetings and other student activities. 
 
    A light seemed to go on in Natalie’s eyes, like she hadn’t thought about that before. “That’s a great idea. I might. I’ll check it out and get back to you.” 
 
    Awesome! That was a great start to the day. 
 
    Next came Biology class. It started out fine, but ended up being a nightmare that gave me the shakes. Seriously, my fingers were trembling by the end of it. The professor was the opposite of Mhavryck Taylor in appearance. Mr. Taylor had been pudgy with weasel eyes and a face that turned bright red when he got angry. This professor, Dr. Foster O’Henery, was tall and regal with long silvery white hair. He was young and had that glowing skin I’d first noticed on the train ride to Ocean View my freshman year. I noticed some of the girls in our class looking at him rather dreamily, even after he gave us our first assignment. 
 
    He asked for our homework assignment first thing. I gathered up the pages of merfolk bodies I’d colored in. That felt good. I’d taken great care to color the pages as neatly and vibrantly as I did when creating my graphic novel. Easy-peasy lemon squeezy A+, if you asked me. Once I got past the nauseous feeling looking at the innards, focusing more on memorizing the parts and adding color, it was a ridiculously easy assignment, the kind of thing I’d done in elementary school. 
 
    Unfortunately, the universe has a way of balancing itself, at least for me. When the scale tips too far into easy territory, boulders fall from the sky or something and land on the opposite scale. No sooner had we turned in our elementary school coloring book pages than Mr. Silver Hair turned on the smart board, tapped a few keys on his computer and, voilà!, my life became a nightmare. Funny how that happens. Like clockwork. The universe has a dark and perverse sense of justice. 
 
    There on the pale blue board was a list of assignments written in solid black print: lots of articles to read, more pages to color and body parts to memorize, dates of tests and quizzes, and a description of the dissections we were required to do. We were going to dissect a fish, a frog, a rabbit…and a mermaid! A mermaid! I felt outraged. We weren’t medical students. I mean, since when did liberal arts college kids dissect human cadavers? To me, and certainly to merfolk I would imagine, this was the same exact thing. We were magical arts undergrads being asked to dissect a magical person. There was no need for that. I was never, ever going to be a medical doctor…not for anyone; not for humans, and certainly not for merfolk. I fought hard to keep from vomiting. 
 
    When the class finally ended, I left the room feeling rattled and light-headed. 
 
    My phone pinged while I was on my way out of the building. It was a text message from Natalie; she’d gotten hold of her contact already: hey. can u go to a meeting in 10 minutes? someone in the administration can meet with us now, if ur free. 
 
    Wow. That was a little too fast for me. No time to work up my courage. Of course, that meant I also didn’t have time to dwell on the meeting and make myself a nervous wreck over it. I replied: sure. i don’t have my next class till 4. let me grab a quick sandwich. where should I meet you? 
 
    Natalie answered: how about in front of administration building? 
 
    I texted back a thumbs-up emoji, grabbed a ham and cheese sandwich and a Coke from the closest cafeteria, and ate along the way. 
 
    As I walked, I rehearsed what I wanted to say. I reminded myself that I was doing this to honor Nereida’s request that the canning factory be turned into a place where her children would be safe. She’d said that things were about to happen at Ocean View that would put them in danger. I had no idea what that meant, but I had a horrible sense of foreboding and felt I should probably act quickly. Soooo, I was on my way to a meeting to do exactly that. I needed to hold myself together and get the job done. I had Natalie’s help and she had connections. That was the pep talk I gave myself while fortifying myself with ham and cheese and Coke. 
 
    When I reached the administration building, Natalie was already there. She smiled and waved. 
 
    Before we entered the building, Natalie gave me a heads-up on what to expect. “My mom’s sister arranged a meeting with one of the college administrators for us.” She clicked on her cell phone and scrolled through some information, probably text messages. “Her name is…Mrs. Adelaide Watkins…Room 372.” 
 
    Clicking off her phone, she shoved it in her pocket. “We have to be super-polite.” 
 
    Natalie stopped speaking. She stopped walking while she processed thoughts I wasn’t privy to, as though trying to decide how best to communicate something important to me. “The people from the sea aren’t exactly high on the totem pole here. How we treat them is actually a huge bone of contention in my own family. My great-grandparents and grandparents want things to go back to the way they used to be when the canning factory was in full operation. Most of the people in the next generation—my mom and dad, one of my mom’s sisters and some of my dad’s siblings—want things changed. They want the people of the sea to become an integral part of the Ocean View community; they want them to have a larger voice. My mom’s sister referred us to Mrs. Watkins, but I have no idea where this person stands on the whole sea-creatures situation. We need to be careful how we approach her. We’re asking for a huge favor.” 
 
    I got her point, as horrible as it sounded. “You better talk first. I feel like I’m walking into a potential land mine.” 
 
    Natalie laughed. “You are. We both are.” 
 
    Great. My hands started shaking. I really hated confrontation. 
 
    As we took a step toward the front door, it flew open, releasing chatty, boisterous, enthusiastic students to the outdoors. Natalie waited until they finished streaming out the door, then held it open for me. We walked through the lobby where the hallways with the warped wooden floors branched off to the right and left. I followed Natalie straight ahead where she opened a door I hadn’t even noticed before. It was an entrance to a whole new world I’d never known existed. 
 
    The floor inside had a design similar to the floor in VR class. Here, it was made from a kind of white granite with twinkling black stars that had swirling black holes and imploding stars showing through from underneath. I wondered if it was magic or tech that produced those effects. The walls were made of plain white granite. The ceiling and wooden beams beneath it were all made of teak-colored wood. What caught my attention more than all that, however, was a second lobby or a gathering spot that looked like it was outdoors, but was actually covered by a glass roof. There were large trees, green bushes and all kinds of flowers, with birds swooping overhead, tweeting and singing. People were seated on wooden benches and strolling through the area. It was stunning. 
 
    Acting like this area of the building was nothing unusual, like she’d already known it was there and had seen it a hundred times or more, Natalie pressed a button on one of the elevators near the entrance. She paced around, obviously nervous, waiting for the elevator. 
 
    Ping! It arrived within seconds and we stepped inside. Holy camole. It had a granite floor, teak walls and a gold panel with glass buttons designating each floor. Whereas most buildings in the human world skipped the thirteenth floor, this one included a button clearly labeled 13. I guess when a place has magic to protect it, superstition isn’t needed. 
 
    Natalie pressed the 3 button. The elevator zipped quickly and silently up to its destination. 
 
    When the doors yawned open, they revealed a hallway with thick beige carpeting and white walls covered in artwork. Directly facing us was a frightening mask: the face of a wolf, its eyes bulging and tongue hanging out, carved in wood. If that was the welcome, I feared what we were walking into. 
 
    Natalie seemed nonchalant and oblivious to everything: the beauty of the garden downstairs, the fearsome greeting directly ahead of us. She turned right, looked at the signs on the wall that had numbers and directional arrows, and took a left in the direction of Room 372. 
 
    The doors lining the hallway were stunning. They were made of heavy wood and designed like old Moroccan doors. It crossed my mind that they might actually have been old Moroccan doors. The college certainly seemed to have money. Not if you judged the college’s financial situation by the houses for selkie and merfolk students or the decrepit condition of the canning factory, but it was obvious in places like the pure-blood faerie compound and this private section of the administration building. The door for Room 372 was turquoise, decorated with raised bolts and a silver handle. Natalie knocked. 
 
    A woman’s voice replied. “Come in!” 
 
    Natalie opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The inner space was enchanting. It looked like a room in an English cottage. Plants were growing everywhere, some with long vines that curled around the doorway to another room. Pink walls were decorated with paintings and brightly colored tiles. A young woman sat behind a desk, typing something into a computer. Brushing long bangs out of her eyes, she looked up at us through thick glasses. “Yes?” 
 
    Natalie offered our credentials. “I’m Natalie Zamora. I have an appointment with Mrs. Watkins.” 
 
    The woman tapped a few keys on her keyboard. “Ah. Yes. You have an appointment with Mrs. Watkins.” 
 
    Um, yeah, that’s what Natalie said. 
 
    The woman lifted the receiver on a pink plastic phone and pressed a button. “Natalie Zamora and…” She looked up at me, with a questioning expression in her eyes. 
 
    Natalie answered for me. “Galactic Shade Griffin.” 
 
    The woman looked away from us. “…and Galactic Shade Griffin here to see you.” 
 
    She returned the receiver to its resting place. “You may go in.” 
 
    The woman on the other side of the door was the most severe-looking person I’d ever seen. She had straight black hair that hung an inch from her shoulders, dangling there like a helmet. She had a sharp nose and an angular jaw. Her eyes were brittle, dark like coal and hard as stone. Her lips were neatly painted with bloodred lipstick. She looked up at us expectantly, as though waiting for us to explain the reason for interrupting her solitude. 
 
    Her office was similar to the waiting room, except here the walls were lilac in color. She seemed such a mismatch with her surroundings, the contrast so startling, I felt she must be borrowing someone else’s office; but there on her desk was a wooden sign, the placeholder for Mrs. Adelaide Watkins, Administrator. 
 
    Natalie took a verbal ice pick and shattered the silence. “I’m Natalie Zamora…” 
 
    Mrs. Watkins seemed a woman of little patience and even less free time. “Yes, I know.” She raised her severely trimmed eyebrows, communicating we were on borrowed time. 
 
    Undaunted, Natalie stated her reason for the appointment. “I’m here about the old canning factory…” 
 
    Again, Mrs. Watkins interrupted her. “Yes, I know. The Castle by the Sea. Your aunt said you’d be coming in to ask about that. What exactly is it you want?” She waved her hand at the two wooden chairs in front of her desk. “Have a seat, please.” 
 
    Sitting down in one of those chairs, I figured they were designed to cut visits short. That chair was highly uncomfortable, let me tell you. 
 
    Natalie sat down next to me and cleared her throat. “I’d like to request the building be renovated for the newspaper club’s meeting place and general student hangout. It’s part of the Ocean View campus. Right now, it’s an eyesore and a hazardous spot for anyone who goes there. The staircase leading up to it from the beach is also very dangerous. If someone ends up falling from it, that would be a terrible liability for Ocean View.” 
 
    A smile crept across Mrs. Watkins’ face, although she was kind of like the Mona Lisa. I couldn’t exactly interpret her expression. The smile could have been supportive; it could also have been contemptuous. She certainly didn’t have smiling eyes. There was no friendly twinkle there. “So, you want the college to fund the renovations? That property needs an awful lot of work.” 
 
    Natalie answered the question directly. “Yes, but I think it would be worth it. That building is historical. It would be a real asset to Ocean View. I’d like the newspaper club to be in charge of it at least until I graduate. Then another group could take over the space.” 
 
    Again, Mrs. Watkins offered up her version of a smile. “It does have a long history…” 
 
    I wanted to puke. How could Natalie have brought that up as a positive point? That history was horrifying. It certainly wasn’t anything to be proud of. If they put a plaque in front of that building commemorating the canning factory’s place in history, whitewashing the horrors that took place inside it…Well, I couldn’t even… 
 
    I don’t know what I’d been thinking. I’d had this vague notion that the school wanted to integrate the sea people with the land people, that Dr. Galbraith had been hired as the first mermaid professor ever and Delmara and Dylan had been accepted as the first merfolk students ever and selkies like Apple were already attending classes at Ocean View because the administration wanted to part with the past and take an active role in expanding the types of magical creatures within the Ocean View community. I gave voice to Nereida’s idea. “It would be great if the canning factory became a place where merfolk and selkies could feel comfortable. It could be a kind of sanctuary for them…” 
 
    Natalie’s head swiveled around in my direction with an expression not completely unlike the main character in The Exorcist. 
 
    Mrs. Watkins slammed a book closed that had been open on her desk. She leaned forward, as though wanting to confide something important. “We don’t just hand buildings over to students. You can’t do the renovations yourselves. Talk about liabilities…” She laughed, without humor I might add. “And it’s extremely costly to hire people to do it.” 
 
    At that moment, the phone on her desk jangled. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin. I was so nervous, any unexpected sound caused my brain to react like it was a fire alarm or an air raid siren. 
 
    As she answered the phone, Mrs. Watkins turned her chair—a nice, comfortable, thickly padded leather chair, the complete opposite of the wooden torture device drilling spikes of pain into my spine and butt cheeks that I was sitting on—so that she faced a window dripping with long tendrils of spider plants, rather than continue facing us. We could only hear her side of the conversation. 
 
    “Yes, they’re here.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a great idea. Have you looked at the budget?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Oh…Yes, that makes a huge difference.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll see to it.” 
 
    She plopped the phone back down on its cradle and turned her chair back around to face us. “Well, it isn’t every day I get to grant students’ wishes.” From the look on her face, I assumed it wounded her spirit to be breaking her record. “Natalie, your aunt didn’t talk to me directly. I was simply asked to handle her request. I’ve been informed by my supervisor that her request has been approved. The canning factory and all the property around it, and that includes the stairwell, will be completely renovated. You’ll be placed in charge of deciding how the building will be used—pending approval by the administration, of course. Apparently, the school has received a sizeable donation to have this done. My supervisor will get in touch with you to give you further details.” 
 
    Standing up, she extended her hand. Natalie shook first. I followed suit. Mrs. Watkins’ hand was cold as ice, her skin dry, her handshake loose and limp. Brrrrrr…Despite the fact we’d gotten what we came for, that was not exactly a warm celebration of our efforts. 
 
    Natalie refused to speak to me the entire way out of the office, the entire elevator ride downstairs and the rest of the way out of the building. 
 
    I made a few lame attempts at congratulations and conversation. “Man, that was awesome!” “We got the building!” It all fell on deaf ears. 
 
    As we stepped from the building and the front door closed behind us, I tried once again to share my enthusiasm. “I can’t wait to tell Nereida, and Apple! This is such great news! We did it!” 
 
    Natalie wheeled on me. “We did it?! You almost blew it! What were you thinking?!” 
 
    That felt like a punch to the gut. I was finally rendered speechless. What did she mean? I felt blindsided and confused. 
 
    Natalie waited until we were out of earshot of people walking in and out of the administration building to elaborate. When we were quite a distance away, she let me have it. “You can’t just waltz in to a meeting with the administration and ask them to donate time and money to helping out the students from the sea. I told you: be polite and be careful what you say.” 
 
    “I was polite.” 
 
    Natalie rolled her eyes. “Well, you weren’t careful. I’m just saying, there was no reason—absolutely no reason—to bring up the sea people.” 
 
    The way she said that, her words dripping in sarcasm, sounded dangerously close to saying “the fish people.” Prejudice obviously ran deep in Natalie’s family. I had a thousand angry phrases on my tongue, but I swallowed all of them. We’d gotten approval for the canning factory to be renovated, after all, Natalie was in charge of how the building would be used, and she was already on board with setting it aside to protect the students from the sea. I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth—or more accurately, a gift seahorse. 
 
    Natalie sighed. “My aunt donated the money. And knowing how things work around here, she probably donated more than the cost of renovating the canning factory, the staircase leading down to the beach, and most likely flower gardens on the factory grounds as well. She probably donated a few million to have another building built in the pure-blood faerie compound as well.” 
 
    This time, my head swiveled around like I needed an exorcist. “Dollars?” 
 
    Natalie looked confused, like she couldn’t comprehend my stupidity. “What?” 
 
    I asked again. “A few million dollars?” 
 
    Once again, Natalie rolled her eyes. “No. A few million chocolate coins. Yes, a few million dollars…directly for the benefit of the faeries. That’s how things work around here. If you want to get anything out of the ordinary done, you donate something important or hand over a significant amount of money to the faeries. They don’t give a rat’s ass what kind of changes you bring to Ocean View, as long as they remain in power. And with the way things work, they’re unlikely to ever be unseated.” 
 
    I felt so incredibly stupid and embarrassed, it was like she’d slapped me across the face. Natalie was from a magical family. I was not. My mind left the immediate vicinity, as it used to do, running away from an emotional issue in front of me as if it were a rabid dog. I started daydreaming about what Natalie’s family might be like, what it would have been like to grow up in a family of powerful ghost whisperers. 
 
    Wait. I knew that Natalie’s grandparents and great-grandparents had been prejudiced against the sea people, that her great-grandfather had even paid to have a building constructed on campus for the faeries. And she had cousins on campus. 
 
    Curiosity grabbed hold of me. I needed to know more about the aunt who’d helped us out. “Natalie, how does your aunt who arranged for us to have the canning factory renovated feel about the situation here on campus?” 
 
    Natalie turned toward me, her face flushed, her eyes shining with anger. She seemed ready to lash out at me again with her tongue, but got distracted, thinking about the complicated situation with her family. “My Aunt Nora, one of my mother’s sisters, is a fiery redhead with a personality to match. Their father, my grandfather, has the same stubborn intensity; but he feels strongly that the creatures from the sea should stay there, even if they possess magic. If the sea people insist on coming up on land, he feels they should be subjugated, become slaves for the greater good of society.” Natalie looked down at the ground. This time, it was she who seemed ashamed. “My Aunt Nora’s one of the leaders of the rebellion to integrate the sea people as equals.” 
 
    That took me by surprise. “There’s a rebellion? I never heard anything about it. Nothing like that has ever been in the news.” 
 
    Natalie looked up, studying me as though searching once again for words to explain things to an imbecile. “It isn’t taking place outside the magical world. Why would it? Normal humans don’t care. It mostly takes place in magical pockets around the world. Ocean View is one of those pockets.” Natalie looked away, as a shadow of fear crossed her face. “The weird thing is: we owe a lot of our continued existence to the faeries. All the magical groups do, but especially the ghost whisperers and empaths. We don’t have powerful magical spells like the witches or the ability to turn into vicious animals with fangs and claws like the shapeshifters. All of us ghost whisperers hear ghosts and help them out. We’re basically social workers for the dead, a rather lowly position. And the empaths, what do they do? Experience the feelings of others? An empath’s more likely to understand how a faerie feels as they’re enslaving or murdering another, rather than fight the faeries for justice. We sleep better at night because the faeries created special curtains to close around our beds at night to block out the cries of ghosts calling for our help. And the island where Ocean View College is located? Ships and airplanes go completely around it with no blip on their radars because the faeries glamoured the entire island to hide it from discovery. So, a war against the faeries would mean two things. Number one, we’d never win. They’re too powerful. And number two, if they lift their spells from all the places they’ve glamoured to protect us, we’d likely be burned at the stake by non-magical humans. So, what do we do?” 
 
    I stayed silent. It was a rhetorical question. I’d wait for Natalie to answer it. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll tell you the only thing we can do. We make changes, silently and relentlessly, from inside the culture where the faeries rule. Changing the canning factory into a place where Dylan, Delmara, Apple and all the other sea people who come to Ocean View can find shelter, running the college newspaper out of that location and publishing articles on injustice will do a whole lot more than running our mouths in anger at an administration that’s wedded to the current power structure.” She stopped walking and turned to face me, the intensity in her eyes making me want to look away. “Understand?” 
 
    I managed to maintain eye contact. “Yes. I obviously have a lot to learn. But, yes, I understand how to handle things now.” 
 
    Natalie threw her arms around me and gave me a hug. I guess I’d finally found the right words. She said, “I’m glad to have you on board. We’ll make progress this year, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    As we parted ways to go to class, I had the uneasy feeling I’d signed up for something dangerous about which I had very little knowledge. 
 
    Philosophy class calmed me down a bit—partly because I was bored and partly because we were graded on participation, so I talked a bunch to take my mind off all the unnerving things that had happened earlier that day. The professor, Dr. Cassandra Farrington, was an old woman, stooped-over and short, with gray hair and clouded eyes. She seemed far away most of the time, as she talked about philosophical ideas that went right over my head. That didn’t keep me from adding my two cents, however, when she opened the floor to discussion. I figured this should be another easy A, getting graded on opening my mouth and flapping my lips. If she gave out pluses and minuses, I was sure I could get an A+ for general gabbiness. 
 
    Only two classes every Tuesday and Thursday, thank God. That was all my brain could handle. 
 
    After taking time off to zone out watching stupid videos on the Internet and eating macaroni and cheese and two desserts (perfect comfort food choices) for dinner, I headed over to the rehabilitation center. I had such perfect news to share with Apple about the changes coming to the old canning factory. 
 
    Apple was thrilled with the news. Of course, I didn’t mention anything about the problems regarding the faeries or the administration bending over backwards to please them. 
 
    After hanging out for a while, I conducted my final interview for Journalism class, the one with Apple. 
 
      
 
    Question #1: What is your name? 
 
    Apple Woods. 
 
    Question #2: What year of school are you in? If you’re no longer in school, what was your final year of school? 
 
    I’m currently a college sophomore at Ocean View College. 
 
    Question #3: What special ability or abilities do you have? 
 
    I’m a selkie. 
 
    Question #4: How did you first come to know you had those abilities? 
 
    I was born a selkie in the ocean, surrounded by other selkies. I only learned that I had the ability to walk on land when I was ten years old. My parents were very protective. They kept me in the ocean and unaware that I could walk on land until then. 
 
    Question #5: Has your special talent ever gotten you into trouble? 
 
    Yes. Horrible trouble, but only on land. I’ve been beaten up and abused by those who hate selkies. I’ve had my seal skin burned and paid a terrible price for that. 
 
    Question #6: Have you ever used your personal powers in ways you shouldn’t have? 
 
    I don’t think so. Sometimes, I think I should never have come up on land and walked on legs in human form, but I’m proud to be an Ocean View student and I’m sure I’ll eventually learn how to blend my ocean and land lives. 
 
    Question #7: How have you made the world a better place with your abilities? 
 
    I seriously have no idea. I’ve been good to all my friends at college. If friendships count, that’s how I’ve made the world a better place. 
 
    Question #8: What are your future plans? 
 
    I can’t even think beyond the next few weeks. I just hope to do well at college this year and to keep safe. That’s it for now. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 24 
 
    The first meeting of the Ocean View Newspaper Club was the next day. I was so excited, I had trouble sleeping the night before. I ended up reading way ahead in Philosophy homework. Even those articles didn’t put me to sleep, so you know I was pretty jazzed. 
 
    The meeting was held in the building where most of the Journalism classes are taught. The classroom was plain and nondescript: beige walls, worn wooden floors and an old blackboard with nothing on it. 
 
    When I walked in, I found Natalie in front of the room, behind the teacher’s desk. 
 
    I waved; then slipped into a seat in the back of the room, hoping to get the lay of the land before jumping in. The room was abuzz with conversation, but I was new and didn’t know anyone except Natalie. 
 
    The club seemed to be popular, with over thirty kids showing up. Natalie called the meeting to order ten minutes after it was scheduled to begin. It turned out she was the president! I had no idea. She obviously had a huge advantage being a legacy student, something I couldn’t even imagine. My legacy was never having a leg up and constantly feeling clueless. Until this year, I didn’t even know the school had a newspaper club. Natalie must have joined as a freshman, since she’d already had enough votes to be elected president. I felt lucky to know her. 
 
    Natalie asked the secretary to read notes from the last meeting of the previous year. A young woman with messy blond hair read a list of articles and artwork that had been published in the final newspaper, some awards that had been given out at the final meeting and a list of profits from fund-raisers the club had run the previous year. Apparently, the club had a balance of $1,257. A far cry from my previous high schools, that’s for sure. We basically worked on zero funds. 
 
    Next, Natalie introduced the other students who had been elected to office. The names went right over my head. I figured I’d commit them to memory as the year went on if we interacted with each other enough. I was terrible with names I’d only heard once. 
 
    Then she mentioned that we’d soon have a new meeting place. It felt weird having her talk about it. I’m way too superstitious for that. It felt like tempting luck. Personally, I wouldn’t have said anything until the renovations were complete and we’d been handed the keys. 
 
    Natalie asked who knew anything about the canning factory. About a third of the club members raised their hands. Natalie said that everyone should check out the place before renovations started. Then she asked who’d be interested in going on a field trip to the building. This time, everyone raised their hands. Wow. This was a highly motivated club. The sky could be the limit in how much we’d be able to accomplish. 
 
    Next vote taken was for when to visit the canning factory: right then or later. Right then won the day. 
 
    Before we left the classroom, Natalie had one more announcement. “I want to introduce a new club member, Galactic Shade Griffin.” 
 
    Oh, my God. Did she say what I thought she said? 
 
    Natalie added, “Come on up here, Shade.” 
 
    Ugh. She’d obviously said what I thought she’d said. 
 
    I made my way to the front of the room. 
 
    Natalie smiled at me like it was a great honor to be called out that way. 
 
    Ummm, no. There was a huge difference between legacy kids and someone who grew up the way I did. I preferred keeping a low profile. 
 
    But, there I was… 
 
    I offered Natalie a feeble attempt at a smile. 
 
    Delighted with herself, Natalie turned back to the club members. “We have Shade to thank for landing the old canning factory for a meeting place. It’s at the edge of campus, pretty much forgotten about by the Ocean View community. It’s in really bad condition, totally falling apart. You’ll see. Shade discovered it on a walk out there. It’s a long story what happened next; but long story short, the administration’s agreed to renovate it and let us run it. It will serve two purposes: a place for our club to meet and a place for magical students from the sea to find shelter. We have selkies here, we’ve admitted our first merfolk, and rumor has it we may be admitting kelpies soon. We’ll be at the vanguard of helping them adjust to life on campus.” 
 
    OK. Call me confused. So confused, in fact, I questioned my grasp on reality. Natalie had gotten pissed off at me for mentioning that we’d like to use the factory building as a shelter for students from the sea. And here she was, making a grand announcement about it. 
 
    The classroom broke into hearty applause. 
 
    I glanced around the room, looking for an angry face here or there; at the very least, someone holding back from clapping or whistling. There wasn’t any of that. Everyone was on board. 
 
    Well, OK, erase confused and color me refreshed. I guess this was a newspaper club devoted to change. Things could get exciting. I made a mental note: Tread carefully with the administration. It’s probably safe to trust the club members. 
 
    While we were grabbing our jackets and backpacks and getting ready to head on out, Natalie made another announcement. “Prepare to take lots of photos. We’re going to eventually be publishing a series of articles on the progress with this building. There are some shocking things out there right now that are remnants of history. We want to make sure we capture that before it’s all cleaned up. Who has cameras with you?” 
 
    It looked like five students did. 
 
    Natalie added, “Everyone else, take pictures with your cell phones. As journalists, we really don’t want to miss out on recording this. Take notes as well, sketches if you’d like. We want to report as much detail as possible.” 
 
    The hike out to the factory was pleasant enough, although anticipation over how the club members, mostly people I didn’t know, would react had my stomach tied up in knots. 
 
    We took a way I’d never known about. It involved circling around to the back of the pure-blood faerie compound, entering a wooded area and finding a path that led straight to the factory. This way, we stayed above the beach and didn’t have to climb the rickety stairs. Chances are with this large a group, those stairs would have pulled loose from the cliff and sent us all falling to our deaths. 
 
    The forest was alive with twittering birds. As we marched along the dirt path, obscuring older shoeprints with imprints of our own, a large bird swooped down close enough to make my hair fly around in the rush of air from its wings. 
 
    Awwwwwwwk! Awwwwwwwk! Awwwwwwwk! 
 
    I screamed. 
 
    Natalie laughed. “It’s just a raven. We have a lot of them here.” 
 
    The beady-eyed bird landed on the branch of a tree down the path from us. It stared at each of us as we passed by. That thing was huge, easily the size of a cat or small dog. Pity the mouse that wandered into its hunting ground. 
 
    Other than a few of those loud, bossy ravens, our hike was pleasant. 
 
    We came upon the factory from the side opposite the one facing the beach. The blue arch-shaped door was visible from the edge of the forest. This was obviously meant to be the front of the building. 
 
    Hurrying to the front of our group, Natalie raised a hand in the air and spoke loudly to get everyone’s attention. “We’re here. Let me warn you again: the things inside this building are shocking. And the smell is horrific. Be prepared for that. I’d suggest finding something to tie around your mouth and nose. If you don’t have anything like that, you could pull your shirt collar up until it covers your nose.” She paused a moment to study our group. “OK. Let’s go.” 
 
    Natalie led the way. She pushed open the front door. It screamed on its hinges, as usual. “We definitely need to get the hinges on this door oiled. Plus, it needs a fresh coat of paint.” 
 
    That was definitely true. I hadn’t noticed before, but the paint on the door was chipped and stained with dirt and mildew. 
 
    All at once, we were hit with the horrid smell and the flutter of pigeons as they startled from their roosts above the front hallway. 
 
    I moaned with resignation, as I was used to both of those things—well, as used to the smell of rotting body parts and filthy pigeons pooping all over the rafters of a place I hoped to use as a meeting place as I’d ever be. 
 
    A bunch of students who were first-time visitors to the factory screamed. Several took a few steps into the front hallway, then turned around and bolted outside. 
 
    Eventually, everyone had stepped inside the building, noses and mouths covered, and stayed for the chance to photograph history. 
 
    Although I knew the place, I realized one could always take a closer look. 
 
    Pulling out my cell phone and clicking the camera on, I let my shirt fall from my nose. I gagged a few times; then got so focused on capturing details, I became acclimated to the stench. That must be what happens to people who live on farms with the overpowering stench of manure. Eventually, they acclimate to the point where they can eat meals with the smell of manure floating all around them. 
 
    I took a close look at the conveyor belt. I noticed things I hadn’t seen before. I told myself: Be a journalist. Don’t become overwhelmed by sadness, even though sadness is squeezing your heart so hard, you can taste blood at the back of your throat. Think of all the horrific images coming out of war-torn countries, children with missing limbs and bloated bellies. Someone had to keep their shit together to snap those photos, so the rest of the world could see what was happening and perhaps be moved to make a change. That was what I needed to do before the evidence of the merpeople slaughter was cleaned up and sanitized. 
 
    I bent over the edge of the assembly line to snap pictures of fingertips, some with painted nails. How had I not noticed those before? 
 
    I took close-up photos of the mermaid tails in the piles under the assembly line. I worked the flash until I captured the details I could see with my naked eye. The tails were different colors. I wanted to spread them out to capture each one in detail, but I thought I’d better give everyone a chance to photograph them in their current position before doing that. 
 
    I snapped a photo of the tail at the top of the pile. It was a faded turquoise color. Pulling my shirt up over my nose, I bent very close to the fin, turned my cell phone flashlight on, and inspected the scales. The tail appeared to be coated with a dull silvery powder. I wondered if that substance had sparkled when the mermaid had been alive, if that had been the glitter that reflected sunlight and gave merpeople tails their shimmering appearance. 
 
    Tears rolled down my cheeks. I ignored them, blinking hard until my eyes focused well enough to take photos. I got pictures of the individual pile, the tail on top, and the edges of the tails beneath that one. The colors were more varied than I’d realized before. I captured images of orange, pink, blue, turquoise, purple, even dark forest green. Of course, those were just the outer side edges and the tips of tails; I had no idea what the centers looked like. 
 
    After I finished that, I took detailed photos of every room. Then I stepped outside and took pictures of the gross images on the stained glass windows. 
 
    By the time I came back inside, the pigeons had returned to their roosts. Closing the door quietly behind me, I managed not to disturb them. Although they existed only in the current historical moment, I snapped pictures of these birds with their rainbow-colored heads tucked tightly against their plump gray-and-white bodies, sound asleep on the rafters they’d painted with dripping lines of white poop. I thought we should have a complete record of the house before renovations wiped away evidence of its current state. 
 
    Then I searched the house, looking for Natalie. I found her on the second floor, photographing graffiti scrawled on a wall next to a bunk bed. I made a mental note to do the same before we left for the day. “Hey, Natalie, I’ve got a question. May I spread out the merpeople tails in the room with the assembly line, to photograph each one in detail? I think that might be important. Each tail belonged to an individual merperson. It’s entirely possible that people in their community will know who the tails belonged to. Merfolk are immortal after all…” I stuttered over my next words. “…un…un…unless they experien…have…an accident, of course…or they’re killed…slaughtered…like they were here…” 
 
    Natalie crawled off the bunk bed and faced me. She just kind of stared at first, as though I’d hit her over the head and affected her ability to form a coherent answer. Finally, she said, “That’s a great idea. Let me finish up here. Then we’ll see if everyone’s had a chance to photograph the tails the way they’re currently stacked.” 
 
    I smiled hesitantly, just enough to offer Natalie support, to let her know I felt as devastated as she obviously was. “I’ll join you. I missed the graffiti before. I never noticed it.” Crawling in and out of bunk beds in the two upstairs bedrooms, we snapped photographs of artwork and messages. The monsters who had carved up the merfolk and turned them into canned food had apparently had hearts. We captured lots of heart images with names inside them. Cedric loves Erica. Zabi loves Olinda. Anderson loves Ingrid. 
 
    Seriously? How does anyone love a monster? Could the one at home remain in love with the other if they’d stood in that place and watched them murder these beautiful merpeople and tear them limb to limb? 
 
    I rested my head in my arms. My head felt swimmy, as though it were a fish bowl teeming with energetic minnows. With my eyes closed, old footage I’d seen on TV of men harpooning whales, bludgeoning seal pups and hunting dolphins played out in vivid detail and full color in my mind’s eye. 
 
    These people had convinced themselves the merpeople were little more than fish. It occurred to me that perhaps we were continuing to do the same in regard to dolphins and whales. They didn’t speak our language or look like us, but they were highly intelligent. 
 
    I pulled myself together and returned to snapping photos. Bob loves Mary. Garth loves Linda. Then, next to a top bunk, a series of lines carved into the wall, as though someone had been counting something. Number of merfolk kills? Days until returning home? I had no idea. 
 
    When we’d finished our work on the second floor, Natalie and I went downstairs. We were the last ones to return there. 
 
    Whistling with her fingers in her mouth, Natalie got everyone’s attention. “Meeting in the front living room! Everyone, now!” 
 
    When everyone had gathered, Natalie asked us to raise our hand if we hadn’t yet taken photos, drawn pictures or made whatever type of recording of the canning factory we wanted to make. Not a single hand was raised. 
 
    Natalie said, “Great! You guys are the best journalists ever. Here’s what we’re going to do next. I want you to very carefully pick up the merfolk tails from the piles in the main room and spread them out on the assembly line, so that we can take photos and make drawings of each individual tail. Merpeople are immortal unless they die from sickness, accident…or murder. It’s possible that living merfolk will be able to identify at least some of the merpeople these tails belonged to. Some of these folks may be considered missing, with their friends and family having no idea what happened to them.” 
 
    Natalie led the way into the main room. 
 
    We all cooperated, taking care to lift the tails gently and not bump into each other. 
 
    I photographed every tail, then measured them using my cell phone. The sheer variety amazed me. Some had only two colors. Others had four or five colors. There was one with blue, green, red and yellow that reminded me of the colorful fins of a betta fish. As I walked along the conveyor belt, I came across a purple and red one that reminded me of Kai’s betta fish, Starfire. And yet, those tails were so much larger and more solid than those of the bettas. 
 
    I realized for the umpteenth time that I needed to visit Dylan and Delmara. I had so much to learn about merfolk. I needed to wipe my mind clean of any and all ways that merfolk reminded me of fish. I wanted to have nothing whatsoever to do with the type of thinking that allowed human beings to commit the atrocities they’d committed here in this room. 
 
    I also needed to get over my anger toward Merrik. The cold, emotionless way he’d left me had tainted my feelings toward merpeople…also, toward human men, if truth be told. I needed to get over him to move on. 
 
    After we’d finished our photos and drawings, Natalie had everyone step out of the building, so she could make video recordings of each room on her cell phone. 
 
    Then we walked back to campus so somber, all you could hear were our footsteps, the sounds of animals rustling through the woods and bird calls. A raven sitting on a thick branch stared at us with its beady eyes, as though judging us in its sleek black robe. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 25 
 
    As soon as we returned to campus, I messaged Kai and Annie: can we get 2gether 4 dinner? I have something 2 ask u. 
 
    They both said: sure. 
 
    I suggested we meet in front of the Empaths’ Eatery, a campus café I figured they’d feel especially comfortable in. I was right. Kai replied with two hearts and a thumbs-up emoji. Annie replied with a series of hand-clapping emojis. 
 
    That brought a smile to my face. Friends were the best things ever in a world that could be so dark and heartless at times. 
 
    Looking through the menu was fun. The food names all involved feelings. Sadness Spaghetti. Elated Endive (endive salad). Cool as a Cucumber (cucumber salad). My favorite was Murderous Meat with a Cheesy Streak (a cheeseburger). 
 
    Kai and Annie decided they wanted to order Empath Escapes. I asked them not to. I told them I needed them to have all the empathy they could muster for something I wanted to show them. I told them about the newspaper club and asked them if they’d like to join. They were both interested. Then I told them about the things we’d recorded at the canning factory during the first club meeting. I watched a flood of emotions cascade across their faces. Empaths, they registered all the nuances of the events as I relayed them. 
 
    I explained how any day now, all the evidence of what had happened at the canning factory would be cleaned up and discarded. I asked them if they wanted to be reporters on the case, if they wanted to go with me after dinner to make their own records. They were adamant in their replies: Hell, yeah! 
 
    We scarfed down dinner. Yup, I got the Murderous Meat with a Cheesy Streak. Who could resist that? I added Mournful Mushrooms and Fearful Fried Onions on top, and ordered a Bored Berry Milkshake to go with it. A thought passed through my mind: These better not work like the drinks for those with magical abilities, meaning they better not have actual effects. I’d be a complete mess if I went to the canning factory flooded with murderous, mournful, fearful, or even bored emotions. Except for boredom, I experienced all those emotions every single time I stepped inside that building. Having them artificially amplified would be terrifying. Ugh. Total nightmare. 
 
    We chatted about classes and homework and TV shows while we ate. 
 
    By the time we finished dinner and stepped back outside, twilight had fallen. A yellow-orange splash of fire lit up the horizon where the sun was dropping into the sea. Everywhere else, darkness was rising. 
 
    We decided to get flashlights from the school store. As soon as we had those and some extra batteries in hand, I led the way. I recommended we take the path through the woods that Natalie had shown me, so we didn’t have to climb the staircase from hell that really ought to be condemned. Annie and Kai enthusiastically welcomed that suggestion. 
 
    Circling around behind the pure-blood faerie compound, same as I’d done earlier that day, my heart pounded like a jackhammer. It felt like tempting fate, coming that close to forbidden territory twice in one day. 
 
    As we stepped into the woods, we lost all remaining daylight. Wind shook the tree branches, setting the leaves and needles to whispering. Things scampered throughout the underbrush. I assumed they were animals; but this close to the faerie compound, it could have been anything. 
 
    As we continued on, we saw the green and yellow glow of eyes shining in the darkness. I crossed my fingers and hoped to not die that these were animals, and small ones at that. Not rats, though. In so many ways, rats with their beady eyes, naked tails, sharp teeth and uncanny ability to spread the plague were just as bad as larger beasts. 
 
    Of course, so close to campus, it was entirely possible we were surrounded by shifters. 
 
    We continued on in silence. 
 
    When we finally stepped out of the woods, I felt a rush of relief. 
 
    Out of the fire and into the frying pan, however. Night had fallen. Bats flitted around overhead, those dirty rats with wings and strange, squeaky cries. 
 
    We stepped up our pace, rushing to get into the shelter of the building with the arched blue door. It was literally like hurrying into a haunted house to seek refuge from the living. Instincts aren’t always rational. 
 
    The door whined on its hinges. Stepping inside, we slammed it closed and swept the beams of our flashlights in front of us. 
 
    Whooooosh! Whooooosh! Whooooosh! Flap-flap-flap-flap! 
 
    I screamed. Damn pigeons. One of these days, I’d remember they lived right inside the entrance. Guarding it…or something. 
 
    After apologizing for my outburst, I pointed out the areas I’d photographed earlier that day. While Kai and Annie wandered around the building making their own records, I walked into the room with the assembly line. It was eerie at night, and especially now that we’d rearranged the merfolk tails to display each one. Those were no longer just discarded remnants of a time gone by. They were, instead, the individual remains of beings whose family and friends undoubtedly missed them and mourned them. 
 
    As I sat down on the dusty floor, my back against the wall, to take in the final moments of this room prior to renovation, something moved. Rats! I panicked, expecting to be swarmed by them. 
 
    I swung my flashlight around, hoping to scare off whatever it was by illuminating them, sending them back to the dark crevices from which they’d crawled. 
 
    Dust motes rose into the air, dancing in the swath of light. Fear glued me to the spot. 
 
    A cloud of white dust rose into the air, as though flung there by something huge running across the floor. Feral cats, perhaps? Maybe the pigeons had attracted them. If there were rats, this building would be the perfect place for cats. They’d have an endless source of food. Rats one night, pigeons the next. Cat café with a captivating menu. 
 
    The cloud grew larger and larger, then took the shape of a mermaid with bright blue eyes. “Hello, there.” She hovered in the air, swishing her tail back and forth. 
 
    I tried to speak; but it was like one of those dreams where you can’t scream or shout for help, no matter how hard you try. 
 
    The mermaid smiled. “I understand you’re Shade. My name is Thaleia. Come with me. I have something to show you.” 
 
    Was that an order? I wondered if I should resist, tell her I wouldn’t go. I decided instead to simply ask for more information, to try to understand what was going on. “How do you know my name?” 
 
    She laughed, her cheeks rising like puffs of cloud. “I’ve only heard it a bazillion times as you and your friends passed through here all afternoon and now again this evening.” 
 
    The place was haunted. I wondered how many ghosts had watched us that day. “We’re members of Ocean View College’s newspaper club. We’re recording things that happened here for an article.” I hesitated before asking, “Did you know the merpeople who died here?” 
 
    A furrow formed across Thaleia’s forehead; her smoky cheeks took on a tinge of red. “Yes, I knew them. And they didn’t just die! They were slaughtered.” 
 
    My heart skipped beats. I thought I’d faint as the angry ghost surged across the room, dark wisps of cloud flying from her form and disappearing into thin air. She stopped only inches from my face. “You’re from the newspaper club?” 
 
    I stared into her eyes, hoping to God there wasn’t a rule that if you stared too directly into a mermaid ghost’s eyes, you turned to stone or went up in flames or something. 
 
    Those eyes…they were like an entire world unto themselves, a world of pain and sadness and rage, a world that had seen too much. 
 
    Finally, I found my voice. “Yes.” It came out like a squeak. I felt like a mouse, bargaining for the cat to spare my life. 
 
    Thaleia bent even closer, staring into my eyes from only an inch away. 
 
    How do you brace yourself for being turned into stone or burnt to a crisp? Well, you don’t. You just turn into nervous jelly and hope you don’t crap your pants. 
 
    She poked a wispy finger into my chest. “I need you. You’re perfect. You’re a ghost whisperer, correct?” 
 
    Again, the squeak: “Yes.” 
 
    “And a newspaper reporter?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She smiled, then let out a hearty laugh. “I’m messing with you. I’ve been living here for a long time. I know a ghost whisperer when I see one and I heard you and the other members of your club talking all afternoon about the newspaper article you’re putting together.” 
 
    Wow. Her sense of humor was even more annoying than Brandon’s. Actually, his sense of humor was annoying; hers was terrifying. 
 
    I offered a nervous laugh, hoping she’d back off. She did. She moved back about a foot and crossed her arms. “What I have to show you will significantly increase the impact of your article, trust me.” 
 
    I nodded. Although I didn’t trust her, I was intrigued enough to see what she had. 
 
    She turned around, tendrils of cloud flying away from her, as if blown by strong wind. She led me to the corner at the back of the room directly across from the kitchen and bathroom. There was nothing but a table there, set on a threadbare rug. The table rose up into the air, floated a few feet to the left and landed on the wooden floor—something Thaleia must have caused to happen, although I had no idea how. Then she bent down, grabbed a corner of the rug and tossed it to the side. She’d uncovered a trapdoor. 
 
    While I stared at the black latch and outline of the wooden panel, Thaleia grabbed the latch and pulled the door open, revealing a flight of stairs descending into darkness. Thaleia floated into the opening. 
 
    I stepped into the opening, took a few steps and then stopped. Anxiety loosened my tongue. I started blabbering. “Wait. How is there a basement here? California doesn’t have basements. I know. My aunt bought a house in California. It’s my house now. I mean, it’s not my house. It’s my aunt’s house, but I live there now. I used to live in Roswell.” I waved a hand in front of my face, as though batting away flies. I was probably trying to bat away all the tangents my mouth was taking me on. It was kind of like turning your computer off and then back on again in order to reboot it. My brain had gotten stuck. “Well, that’s neither here nor there. My point is: when my aunt purchased our house…her house…in California, she told us how it didn’t have a basement because California doesn’t have basements due to earthquakes.” 
 
    I could reboot my mouth, but my brain was another story. It took off on its own tangent, making me picture the entire state of California with its own basement, the entire crust opening up to reveal stairs leading all the way to…where? I imagined hell or China or bubbling magma. 
 
    Thaleia turned around, her blue eyes glowing eerily in the dark. “That’s a myth.” She stared at me, offering no further explanation. 
 
    “What’s a myth?” 
 
    “That California buildings don’t have basements because of earthquakes. Some buildings there do have basements. And, anyway, we’re not in California.” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’re on an island right off the coast.” That seemed even worse, with the threat of both earthquakes and tsunamis. 
 
    Thaleia’s shoulders slumped. “Uh-huh. An island glamoured by faerie magic. Don’t worry. This basement is safe.” 
 
    She seemed annoyed. My fears knew no bounds. I guess that could get on someone’s nerves after a while. Moving forward, I pointed my flashlight in the direction of the step in front of me and continued like that until we reached the concrete floor at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Swinging the beam of light upward, I gasped. I’d always loved haunted houses, all the frightening things that caused me to scream and then giggle afterwards, all the thrills and chills they elicited. 
 
    This basement went far beyond that. It wasn’t fabricated theater. It was real. It sent chills all the way down to my soul, turning my veins to ice. 
 
    Terror stole my ability to speak. 
 
    The three-dimensional scene in front of me had been recreated in the stained glass windows. Merpeople were hanging by their hands. Others had ropes tied around their necks. 
 
    Then, I realized: This couldn’t be real merpeople. They would have rotted by now. And, oh my God, we’d misunderstood everything we’d recorded for our school paper. All the merfolk tails would have rotted as well. But where did the stink of rot come from? The basement was filled with it, as was the canning room. I turned to Thaleia. “What is this? If this was from the days when merfolk were slaughtered for human consumption, their bodies would have rotted by now.” 
 
    Thaleia looked off to the side. “Raymond…” 
 
    I heard rustling. A moment later, a man stepped from the darkness into the area illuminated by my flashlight. With thick facial hair and penetrating brown eyes, he was too solid to be a ghost. As he moved, a long black robe floated out behind him. His face, framed by a black hood, was somber and menacing. 
 
    This had to be a trick. 
 
    I am too stupid to live…Like an earworm, this thought kept repeating itself, over and over again, in my head. I’d been tricked by faeries or witches. I was about to be murdered. 
 
    At that moment, footsteps pounded down the stairs. 
 
    Screaming, I whirled around. 
 
    Yup. Too stupid to live. It was Annie and Kai, and I’d led them to their deaths as well. 
 
    Thaleia smiled. “Well, hello, there. Kai and Annie?” 
 
    They stopped in their tracks, speechless. Like me, the ghost I’d thought was a cat got their tongues. 
 
    Thaleia continued. “Don’t be afraid. I’m giving you a huge scoop for your paper, one we want you to share. It’s the story of my people. It’s been a secret for far too long.” Turning back to me, she said, “These bodies have a spell on them, created by witches with whom we’re friends.” She nodded her head toward the man in the black robe. “Raymond is one of them. This place has been a kind of religious site, a memorial to those who lost their lives here. Their ghosts are stuck here, wandering from room to room. Raymond and others like him have preserved their bodies until a time when justice might prevail, allowing them a proper burial.” 
 
    As she raised her arms in the air, the room filled with the ghosts of merpeople. 
 
    I swear the ghosts sucked the air right out of my lungs, I felt so dizzy. 
 
    Thaleia said, “Take photos. Draw pictures. Tell our story. This is the room where the merfolk were stored, like meat in a cold cellar. Look over there…” She pointed to an area behind a screen door. “There’s wine and beer in there. It was all the same to the hunters who worked here: wine, beer, merpeople. We were all delicacies, to be consumed at will.” 
 
    My voice returned. “Are you coming to me for help because I’m a ghost whisperer? Usually, ghosts cry when they need me. Then I respond.” 
 
    Floating over to me, Thaleia placed a hand on my shoulder. “You’re far beyond that now. You’re in your sophomore year at Ocean View. Ghosts will contact you in a variety of ways. It’s like when friends turn to you for help. They write or call, or do that new-fangled thing: texting. Today, you came into my home and looked very serious about reporting the slaughter that took place here. I knew that you and your friends would be the ones who could help us get justice.” 
 
    I nodded. Then I thought of something I should have realized all along. “Did you die here, Thaleia?” 
 
    Tears flowed from her eyes, immediately evaporating. “Yes. Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    We followed Thaleia over to one of the most beautiful rainbow-colored tails. Placing her hands on it, she said, “Here’s what’s left of me…” 
 
    A flood of tears poured down my face. When I pulled myself back together, I asked Thaleia if she knew who all the tails and the bodies in the basement belonged to. 
 
    She said, “Many of them. Not all, but many of them.” 
 
    For the next hour or so, Thaleia gave us names and background stories for all the slaughtered merfolk she could identify. 
 
    I vowed to get their stories out, to find some kind of justice for them. 
 
    Thaleia asked if we would help with a funeral and cremation service for the bodies before anyone showed up to clean out the building. We agreed to do that the following night. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 26 
 
    I did a lot of texting and calling to invite people I thought should attend the funeral and cremation service. 
 
    I wished to God I could ask Apple, but she was still in the rehabilitation hospital. She might have been able to get permission to go, but I didn’t want to jeopardize her making a complete recovery as soon as possible. I decided to fill her in on the latest events with the merfolk and the canning factory after her release from the hospital, or maybe when I saw her next. I’d been visiting her every day, but I tried to keep away from conversations that might upset her. 
 
    Everyone I contacted agreed to attend: Natalie, Annie, Kai, Emma Crawford, Dylan and Delmara. I asked Natalie if the entire newspaper club should be invited. She said, “No. I don’t know everyone in the club all that well and for something like this, only people we absolutely trust should be told about the event.” She said someone she knew and trusted made films; she’d ask if he and his crew could record the whole thing. 
 
    I hoped Nereida would show up. She haunted the canning factory, after all. Surely, she’d know about this big an event taking place there. 
 
    The night of the funeral, I walked to the factory with Kai, Annie, Emma Crawford, Dylan and Delmara. Natalie said she’d meet me there, as she planned to go early with the film crew. They were extremely interested in the entire story and wanted to record the house and bodies and tails—same as we had, but with greater expertise in video. I had a feeling the well-kept secret of The Castle by the Sea was about to be blown wide open. 
 
    The funeral time was set for 10:00 PM, as night classes on campus would be over by then and most professors would be either at home or heading there. The cremation fires would be bright; but the hope was they’d be shrugged off as beach bonfires if seen from a distance, especially if people were tired and unmotivated to check it out. 
 
    I felt less nervous walking through the woods this time, as I had lots of company. The enthusiasm with which Dylan and Delmara talked about their experience at Ocean View College totally lifted my spirits and gave me hope for the future. Being able to tell Mrs. Crawford how well Apple was adapting to the seal skin she’d given her heightened my mood even more. Mrs. Crawford beamed from ear to ear. She said, “I’m so incredibly happy to hear that. I feel less guilty now about turning my back on my selkie life. Although that was the right decision for me, I’ve always felt guilty letting something as magical as my selkie body go to waste. Now, it has a new life and I can totally embrace the life I chose many years ago.” I wasn’t sure, but she seemed to walk with a lighter step after our conversation. 
 
    A blade of moonlight cut through the trees, slicing the darkness. Owls hooted. Whoooo goes there? Fireflies flitted throughout the dark branches and leaves and across the path in front of us, adding specks of light to our journey. I couldn’t be sure they were fireflies, of course. For all I knew, they were shifters or pixies, but I refused to let dark thoughts cloud my mind. There would be plenty of time for dark thoughts at the ceremonies later that night. If enemies were spying on the event, all would be well if they at least didn’t interfere. We were documenting everything. Our side of the story would prevail, hopefully. 
 
    As we stepped from the woods, I saw that the arched blue door of the factory was open. Lines of people had formed in front of the building, waiting to get in. Ghosts mingled with the living. 
 
    When we finally made our way inside, we were greeted by both Natalie and Nereida. Nereida was the perfect ghost version of the living self she’d once been: a translucent, three-dimensional copy of the paintings and drawings I’d seen in her boyfriend’s cabin on the wrecked ship. Turquoise eyes glittered against her dark skin, thick black hair tumbled to her shoulders, and the mermaid tail that matched her eyes sparkled. Her face lit up as soon as she saw her children. Tears rolled down her face. Swishing her tail back and forth, she floated toward them and their adoptive mother. I’m not sure what they spoke about, as I smiled briefly and continued on into the building, determined to give them space and privacy. 
 
    I was amazed by the appearance of the place. The floors had been swept clean. The room with the assembly line had been completely transformed. The terrible smell had been replaced with the bouquet of thousands of burning candles. Various scents had been chosen to blend into one heavenly perfume that represented the best of crisp, autumn days: apple and vanilla, cinnamon and a hint of burning leaves or fireplace logs. The assembly line had been draped with white cotton linens, each mermaid tail set up as though placed on its own individual altar. Behind each tail, there was a tiny easel constructed from twigs and a row of flickering candles. Leaning over to inspect a few of the easels, I discovered each held a card imprinted with the name of the merperson to whom the tail had belonged and a brief biographical sketch about them. Seashells were scattered like confetti across the draped linens. 
 
    So much work had gone into identifying the individual merpeople and fixing up the room, I figured either a huge team of volunteers had accomplished this feat or magic had been involved. Most likely, it had been a combination of the two. 
 
    I pulled out my cell phone and took lots of pictures. 
 
    Curious about the bodies in the basement, I made my way through the crowd to the basement door. With a tight grasp on the railing, I hurried down the warped wooden stairs as quickly as I could without tripping. Light bubbling up from the basement flickered across the stairs, banishing the earlier darkness. 
 
    When I reached the bottom, I was mesmerized. Thousands of candles illuminated the space. Replacing the grizzly scene of hanging merfolk were wooden tables draped in white cotton linens on which merpeople lay covered in flower petals and seashells. Each of the merfolk had their own individual table. As had been done upstairs, a card identified each merperson by name and included a brief biography about them. 
 
    I walked through the room, reading some of the names and stories. A little mermaid girl with an orange tail and red hair had been captured by merfolk hunters, despite her parents’ valiant efforts to save her from the nets flung out into the sea to catch them. Her parents were lying on tables next to her. Her name was Sequanna, her favorite food was seaweed roasted on a campfire on the beach and her favorite game was guessing how many tiny rocks had been hidden under seashells. She had a half-brother named Shar. 
 
    Holy shit. Did that mean he was half-human or half something else? The mother or father had possibly been involved with a human, then later slaughtered by human hunters. 
 
    I studied Sequanna’s face. Her green eyes stared at nothing, revealed nothing. Pulling out my cell phone, feeling guilty as sin for doing it, I snapped a photo of her sweet face, then a photo of her entire body and the altar designed specifically for her. 
 
    Startled by the sudden pounding of footsteps on the basement stairs, I dropped my phone. Barely missing Sequanna, it skittered across the floor. 
 
    As soon as they set foot on the cement floor, a bunch of tall, muscular men spread out throughout the room. Working in teams of two, they lifted the tabletops off what turned out to be separate stands. Gripping the edges, they carried each plank on which a merperson rested up to the second floor. 
 
    I followed, figuring the ceremony was about to begin. I was right. 
 
    Nereida greeted me at the top of the stairs. I was amazed, once again, at the brilliant light in her turquoise eyes. She placed a hand, light as clouds, on my shoulder. “The funeral and cremation will be held in the backyard, on the cliff overlooking the sea.” 
 
    Kai and Annie came up to me as I stepped outside. “There you are! We were looking for you.” 
 
    I realized I’d become so engrossed in the transformation of the factory and the details of the individual merpeople, I’d wandered off on my own. “Did you see the basement?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah, we went down there first thing. It’s amazing how many merpeople have now been identified and will soon be laid to rest. I’m so glad we’re part of this. This should bring at least some relief to their families.” She wiped away tears as they soaked her eyelashes and tumbled down her cheeks. I thought back to the horrific events at the funeral for her aunt, how her mother had been killed there, and suddenly realized how painful this mass funeral must be for her. 
 
    I was about to say something when we were jostled forward by the crowd. 
 
    When we reached an area near the edge of the cliff, we moved off to the side of the crowd to get some breathing room. 
 
    Planks had been spread out across the lawn, reminding me of human cemeteries with orderly rows of white tombstones. In this case, there were rows of planks covered in white linen, a merperson beautifully displayed and covered with flower petals and seashells on each one. I assumed the merfolk tails that had been previously arranged on linen drapes along the assembly line were now on their own individual boards. As I scanned the scene, I discovered a row of planks, a merfolk tail on each one, lined up in a long row right at the front, with another row along the back. Everyone whose remains had been found at this site would be honored this night. 
 
    The sky was clear, thousands of stars twinkling in the dark heavens, as though placed there to honor the dead as purposefully as the candles inside. 
 
    A woman I didn’t recognize stepped up to a lectern draped with flowers strung together like Hawaiian lei. She had Asian features, short black hair and arms covered in tattoos designed mostly with black ink. On her right bicep, red roses added a brilliant splash of color. Although she spoke without a microphone, her voice was amplified all the same. “Today is a special day for all of us who lost friends and relatives here at this place of horrors.” She was a mermaid! “Despite the deep sadness that feels as though it might drown us at this point in time, we know that today’s a better day than yesterday and that tomorrow promises to be even better. The tide is turning within the political structure of Ocean View. When the tide rolls in, who better to ride the waves than the merpeople.” 
 
    Cheers broke out, lots of shouting, clapping, huzzahs and whistles. 
 
    The woman continued. “And now, let us welcome those who came to honor the merpeople they lost here on this property so long ago…” 
 
    With that, a long line of people stepped up onto the cliff, two at a time, from the staircase that had threatened to kill me and my friends. Merpeople rising from the beach below! Either someone had repaired the stairs or it was being held together by magic. 
 
    After the last couple of merpeople had joined the crowd, the service began. 
 
    For each merperson being cremated, a friend or family member stepped up to the lectern, read the information on their card and told an additional story about them, then pulled a burning torch from a holder. The wooden plank draped in white linen had already been set atop a funeral pyre, their loved one waiting for the final kiss of flame to send them on their way from the mortal coil on which they’d suffered. 
 
    As the first body burned, a green ribbon of light ignited in the sky above us. Next, a purple ribbon trailed throughout the stars like a serpent. Each time a body burned, a new ribbon rose. Souls purified into color. This continued all the way throughout the service until a full-fledged aurora danced above us, a curtain of green and purple lights shimmering and celebrating against the cold, dark expanse of the universe. 
 
    At the conclusion of the ceremony, the woman who’d led it asked for the merpeople to say a special prayer. Raising their faces up toward the glimmering sky and opening their mouths, they poured out a combination of song and guttural chime. It was hauntingly beautiful and sad, an incredibly magical sound impossible to create within a human throat. 
 
    As soon as the prayer ended, something that had apparently been pre-planned erupted with frightening speed. A guy wrapped in anger and muscles strode up to the lectern. He observed the crowd for a few seconds, then lifted his fist up high. “Now! Burn the things upon which the hunters rested after long days slaughtering our people!” 
 
    Those who obviously knew what was happening threaded their way out of the crowd, forming their own mob. They ran across the field and stormed into the canning factory. No one said a word or moved to stop them as they dragged the beds from the upstairs bedrooms to the edge of the cliff. Grabbing torches previously hidden from view, they lit them with the funeral torch; then set the beds on fire and tossed them over the edge of the cliff. The night exploded with screams and shouts and the roaring blaze of destruction. Red-hot embers and gray ash rose up to meet the cool shimmering dance of the dead. 
 
    After the last bed had burned and the crowd had begun to disperse, individuals separated from the crowd like parachutes departing from a dandelion, carrying seeds of the ceremony with them. Running up to me, Mrs. Crawford shoved a notebook into my hands. “Shade, Nereida wanted to make sure you got this. It includes all the information on the cards for each merperson that was cremated here today, along with a sketch of what they looked like when they were alive. She said you should bring this to your newspaper club.” I thanked her, realizing this was invaluable information for seeding the movement to gain greater equality for people from the sea. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford smiled. “Thanks so much for everything you’re doing. I’d like to extend a couple of invitations. Dylan and Delmara would love for you to visit them on campus and I’d like to invite you over to my place for tea.” 
 
    Flustered, knowing I should have checked on the twins much sooner, I blurted out, “Sure.” 
 
    Determined to pin things down, Mrs. Crawford continued, “How about next Friday afternoon, a week from this coming Friday? You could stay for dinner. Bring a friend, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Sure.” I was predictably monosyllabic due to being put on the spot and feeling guilty about not checking on the twins. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford smiled again. “How about 4:30?” 
 
    “Sure.” Apparently, that was all my brain could spit out at that particular moment. I was like a disappointing slot machine. You drop a quarter in and watch the rows of images line up. One apple, one peach, one bar with the word SURE on it. Total disappointment. Not to mention you’d lost your quarter. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford didn’t seem disappointed that she’d extended the invitation. She offered another smile. “Great! See you then!” 
 
    Noticing Kai and Annie a few yards ahead of me, I hurried to catch up with them as soon as Mrs. Crawford walked away. 
 
    I felt immediately comforted simply by hanging out with two of my best friends with whom I saw things eye-to-eye. They were talking about the burning of the beds in terms of “Holy cow!” and “I didn’t see that coming!” 
 
    Yeah, I totally didn’t see a lot of stuff coming. I felt like I’d been hit by a ton of bricks, my reality warped by the after-effects of a major concussion. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 27 
 
    I was so exhausted after the funeral, I kicked off my shoes and climbed into bed without changing into pajamas. I slept clear through to the next morning. I never even heard Natalie return. 
 
    I’d also forgotten to close the curtains around my bed. Either the ghosts didn’t need me or they’d taken pity on me and left me alone for the night. I’d already interacted with a lot of spirits and been part of the ceremony that helped many fly off to their final destination. Maybe they appreciated that. 
 
    I’d also forgotten to close the dark blue curtains on my windows. Sunlight streamed through the clear glass of the lattice window and illuminated the colors of the stained glass one. That must have been what woke me up. 
 
    I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket to check the time and see if I’d gotten any messages. I couldn’t even believe I’d slept so soundly with that thing poking into my hip. It was 9:00 AM. No messages. 
 
    I didn’t have class until Biology at 1:00, but there was no way I was going to fall back to sleep. My mind was humming with thoughts: clockwork gears whirring round and round. 
 
    Slipping out of bed, I went to check on Natalie. She was sound asleep on her back, her long dark hair spread out across the pillow, her mouth wide open. She was dead to the world. 
 
    I decided first order of business was a shower. My skin felt sticky from the saltwater that almost always saturated the air along the ocean cliffs. I smelled my armpits. Ewwww. Yeah, a shower should definitely be my first order of business. 
 
    When I looked in the mirror, I saw specks of ash in my hair. I shrugged it off, thinking, Yeah, that makes sense. Bonfires throw off ash and it was windy up on the cliffs last night. In the next instant, I visualized the cremation fires. I felt completely horrified. Did I have bits of merpeople in my hair? Did everybody who was there last night walk away with bits of people on them? 
 
    I felt like I should comb the ashes out and preserve them in a jar or something. After staring at myself in the mirror for a few minutes, I decided that was overkill. If there was a problem, Nereida or Mrs. Crawford or someone else would have mentioned something. Right? Most likely, the ash in my hair was from the branches of the funeral pyre or the tabletops that had burned. 
 
    Hopping into the shower, I lathered my hair with vanilla coconut shampoo I’d found in the school bookstore, then washed myself with matching body wash and shampooed once again. Lather. Rinse. Repeat. Hopefully, this wasn’t disrespectful to the ash floating down the drain. Maybe the water went back to the sea. That seemed like the perfect destination, setting all things right. 
 
    Drying my hair, I decided I’d take a walk on the beach. I wanted to see what had happened to the beds that were burned last night. It must have made an awful mess on the sand. 
 
    I threw on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, slipped into brown leather boots and added a leather jacket. I liked the way that looked with the new streaks in my hair. Getting my hair streaked blue and pink was one of the best things I’d ever done. It was the closest thing to cool I’d ever be. That and the tattoos I’d gotten. They’d healed nicely and looked gorgeous. I couldn’t wait until summer to wear sleeveless shirts with shorts and sandals. It would be a new me. (Eat your heart out, Merrik.) 
 
    I decided to take a long route, the one that went past Apple’s house on the way to the beach. 
 
    It was a beautiful, windy day. Brilliant white clouds floated in the heavens: snowy islands passing through the deep blue lake of sky. Birds, black as origami shadows, wrestled with the air currents. Out on the ocean, dolphins cavorted in and out of the waves. 
 
    Walking along feeling at peace with the world, I was stopped in my tracks. (Message to Shade: Do not feel at peace with the world. It’s too jarring when you’re pulled back to reality.) 
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure what I was seeing, but I kept on moving until I was sure. Up ahead on the beach, guys in military uniforms were walking around carrying assault rifles. Several green military-style jeeps were parked behind them. One jeep was moving slowly near the water’s edge. One of the men had a rifle pointed at a guy standing in the water, wearing cutoff jeans. He had his arms wrapped around himself and he was shivering. 
 
    What the hell was going on? 
 
    I glanced quickly up at the cliff. This was the spot right below the canning factory, exactly where the beds were thrown the night before! 
 
    I put a hand over my eyes and squinted against the sun. I saw it now…The jeeps weren’t just lined up behind the military guys. In between the jeeps and the men in uniform was a blackened pile of stuff burned to a charcoaled crisp. 
 
    I glanced once again at the cliffside, searching for the stairs. Man, the sun was blindingly bright. I felt pissed I hadn’t thought to wear sunglasses. When I finally located the stairs, I saw they’d been burned as charcoal black as the beds. They must have been struck by one of the burning beds as it hurtled down to the beach, or hit by some of the fiery embers that had pierced the night like red-hot fireflies the night before. 
 
    Common sense told me to get the hell out of there. My overly strict sense of duty that I’d developed taking care of my mother my entire life overrode common sense. Instinct told me: Get the hell out of here while the going’s good. My overly strict conscience told me: You’re a journalist. Go investigate. Maybe I should give myself a break. Journalists walk into the belly of the beast all the time. You don’t exactly shine a light on the darkest parts of the world by hiding in the shadows. 
 
    I walked toward the soldiers as if I had a complete right to be there. I was taking a walk on the beach like I’d done many times. There’s no law against that. I tried to remind myself not to look guilty. Easier said than done. When you always feel guilty, it’s like that thing where you think about pink elephants the second someone says, “Don’t think about pink elephants.” 
 
    Don’t think about burning beds. You know nothing. And, besides, it wasn’t my fault. I was nothing but an innocent bystander. 
 
    As soon as I got within a few yards of the spot the soldiers were guarding, one of them came walking up to me. “Hey! This spot is off-limits. Turn around and go back.” 
 
    Journalist. Journalist. You’re a journalist. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He was standing right beside me, clutching his assault rifle, as though I were some major threat. 
 
    He won’t shoot you. He’s just trying to intimidate you. 
 
    He looked at me with steely eyes, as though I were a bug under a microscope. “None of your business. I told you: turn around.” 
 
    “Sure.” I started walking away, then whipped around to snap a bunch of pictures. Click. Click. Click. No law against that. 
 
    Within seconds, a jeep engine roared to life. The vehicle came charging down the beach toward me, sand flying off its wheels like water off a waterwheel. 
 
    Before I had time to process what was happening and decide on a course of action, a soldier hopped out of the jeep. Grabbing me by the arm, he threw me down on the sand. Getting a mouthful of dry grit, I started spitting to get rid of it before I choked. My jaw ached; my cheek burned where it had slid into the sand. 
 
    “Don’t spit at me!” The guy wrenched my hands behind me, pulling at my shoulders so hard, it felt like they’d pop right out of their sockets. He slapped plastic handcuffs around my wrists and locked them so tight, I ended up screaming in pain. 
 
    “Stand up!” 
 
    By then, I was terrified to disobey; but shaking too much to do anything that required coordination. Not that I’m coordinated to begin with, so it was basically an impossible task to stand up in shifting sand with my hands tied behind my back. 
 
    I tried. I really did. Resting my forearms on the sand, I used my fists to push myself into a kneeling position. Then I tried to stand, but ended up falling down on my side. 
 
    Another guy jumped out of the jeep. Pointing his rifle at my face, he bellowed, “You’re one of those magical kids, aren’t you?” 
 
    Was that a trick question? I thought everyone on the island had magical abilities, or at least respected those who did. The entire island was glamoured, for God’s sake, to keep it completely private. If not for that, the island would probably be overrun by tourists, the harbors clogged by noisy cruise ships. Unless that’s what they wanted: lots of tourist dollars. 
 
    The guy kicked me in the side with his steel-toed boot. “I asked you a question. Are you one of those magical kids?” 
 
    “No, I’m not.” Technically, I wasn’t. I was a ghost whisperer. I couldn’t create magic. If I could, trust me, I would have glamoured myself the hell out of there or kicked up a sudden squall complete with storm surge. All that after my handcuffs had been shredded to pieces, the guns around me had been rendered useless and I’d started running down the beach at superhuman speed. 
 
    He kicked me again, causing me to shriek at the severe pain of being kicked in the side. “You don’t go to Ocean View College, is that what you’re telling me?” 
 
    I thought about lying, but realized it would probably go much worse for me if they asked my address, which they undoubtedly would. “No. I do go there, but…” 
 
    That’s all I remember. I blacked out. Waking up in a jail cell with a lump on my forehead told me all I needed to know: I’d been hit in the head and I was in deeply serious trouble. I reversed the camera on my cell phone to look at myself. I looked horrible. Scratches across my cheek and chin and a lump on my forehead that had turned black-and-blue. 
 
    I’d been lying on a hard wooden bench. When I tried to sit up, my back ached something horrible. So did my arms and legs and ribs. 
 
    After lying back down to catch my breath, I worked against the pain to force myself to sit up and scan the environment beyond the bars. It looked like I was in some kind of backwoods small-town jail. I started to panic. Had I been taken off the island? I had no idea where I was. 
 
    I slid my cell phone between the bars and snapped a few pictures. 
 
    A thin black guy dressed in a gray uniform sat behind a desk, oblivious to everything except whatever was in the book he was reading. He looked up. “Hey, sweet cheeks, how ya doin’ over there?” 
 
    Sweet cheeks? I felt more scared than ever. 
 
    Before I could figure out what to say, he picked up a landline phone, a big chunky black metal thing, and pressed a button. “Hey. She’s awake. Her friend still here?…Yup…Yup…Yeah, send her in.” 
 
    He stood up, revealing a long, lanky frame, and opened a side door. 
 
    Natalie walked in! 
 
    The perv checked her up and down. I so wanted to get out of this place. 
 
    Natalie looked all serious, no smile or anything. “I posted your bail.” I was about to thank her when she turned to the jailer. “Her bail’s been posted. Let her out.” 
 
    Laugh-snorting, the guy sat down and put his feet up on the desk. “I haven’t heard anything ’bout that.” 
 
    Natalie stomped over to the desk and leaned in toward the guy’s face. “I’m Natalie Zamora. Check with your boss right now.” 
 
    The guy’s lower lip quivered. “Sure.” He picked up the phone and pressed a button. 
 
    Man, I’d like to try that. “I’m Galactic Shade Griffin. Do what I say.” AhHaHa: that would be the response. It must be the Zamora name. I had no idea how much power her family had, but it must be significant. 
 
    After a few “Uh-huh”s and “Sure”s into the phone, the guy grabbed a bunch of keys off a hook on the wall next to him, sauntered over and unlocked my cell. “You’re free to go. All the charges have been dropped.” 
 
    Natalie smiled, giving the guy a smug, contemptuous look before leading the way out of the jail. 
 
    When we got outside, I heard the roar of the ocean. I broke down into tears. “Natalie, where are we? Are we in California?” 
 
    Natalie looked puzzled. “What? Why would you say that? Are you OK?” She looked at me the way you’d look at someone with Alzheimer’s or amnesia. It frightened me, made me feel like I’d lost my mind. 
 
    “I was beaten unconscious, Natalie. I blacked out on the beach after a military guy roughed me up. I only woke up in the prison cell right before you were sent in to get me. I have no idea what happened in between the beach and waking up in the cell, or exactly where I was taken…or anything.” 
 
    Natalie looked at me with serious concern. “OK. We have to get you to a doctor ASAP. There’s a good clinic on campus. That bump on your head looks nasty. You could have a concussion.” She paused, then added, “At some point, we need to have a talk.” 
 
    That alarmed me. “About what?” 
 
    Looping her arm around mine, Natalie started walking, leading me out to a parking lot. Pointing to a dusty red car, she said, “Hop in. We’ll talk in there.” 
 
    The car was tiny, the seats covered in rough cloth. 
 
    Before starting the engine, Natalie said, “You can’t just go anywhere you want, Shade. You have to obey the unspoken rules around here. Use your common sense.” 
 
    That was it. I cupped my face in my hands and sobbed uncontrollably. My fingers pressed against the black-and-blue lump, which caused my head to erupt in a massive headache. I felt dizzy and nauseated. I lost it. Things had become way too strange for me. 
 
    Natalie rubbed her hand across my back. “Don’t worry about it, Shade. We’ll talk later. Let’s get you to the clinic.” With that, she shoved a key into the ignition and brought the engine to life. It wasn’t exactly a powerful engine. It reminded me more of a lawn mower. 
 
    I let out a few more sobs, my stomach convulsing with worry. When I finally calmed down, I asked where Natalie had gotten the car. 
 
    “Borrowed it from an upperclassman.” That’s all she said. 
 
    We rode the rest of the way to campus in silence. 
 
    The clinic was a white brick building in the woods behind the Ghost Whisperers House. I had no idea it was there, but it made things convenient. 
 
    I was seen by a young female doctor who ordered a battery of tests. I thought we’d never leave. After two full hours, she called us into her office. She smiled that kind of tight smile overstressed people give you when they want to appear friendly, but are thinking mostly about all the work they need to get done and whether or not they’ll get enough sleep when they reach the finish line. “You’re good to go, Shade. You don’t have a concussion or any broken bones. I’m going to give you something that will help both your headache and the pain from your bruises. You’re a ghost whisperer, correct?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes…” 
 
    She picked up a bottle, absentmindedly shaking it and rattling the pills around before reaching across the desk and handing it to me. “This will also knock out the sounds of all ghost cries. If you need to be on call to hear them, too bad. They can wait. If you don’t heal first, you aren’t going to be of any help to anyone.” 
 
    Well, that was blunt. If you need help in the afterlife, you can just wait. Is that how it works? Doctor’s orders override all demands from the great beyond? 
 
    I accepted the white plastic bottle of nirvana. It was just what the doctor ordered. Literally. I found myself looking forward to a good night’s sleep. Hopefully, the pills took care of nightmares as well as crying ghosts. 
 
    Natalie drove us back to the house. 
 
    I got all kinds of stares and repeatedly heard whispering as I passed by housemates on my way up to our room. Ugh. I wished it was Halloween, so I could wear a mask. 
 
    When we finally closed our bedroom door, Natalie took advantage of my basically clean bill of health to give me the lowdown on how things work at Ocean View. She told me, “Have a seat.” After I’d gotten as comfortable as I possibly could on the couch on my side of the room, she sat in the reading chair facing me. “Look, Shade, I’m really sorry if you think I was being hard on you before.” 
 
    I acted innocent…or stupid, I don’t know. I probably came off as stupid. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Natalie sighed. “When I said you needed to have common sense. I get that you don’t understand how this campus works. Or at least I try to get it. I grew up in the magical community. Like I told you before, generations of my family went to college here. Respecting how things work here is second nature to me. Things are better than they used to be with the pure-blood faeries generations ago, but they’re still not great. The pure-blood faeries are pretty much all-powerful beings. I say pretty much because they have vulnerabilities. Metal is their kryptonite. They can’t even touch it without having blisters erupt on their skin. And something else…They die without constant replenishment from the souls of humans.” 
 
    Say what, now? I interrupted. “What are you saying? They’re like vampires…or cannibals?” 
 
    I’d thought Natalie would laugh. She didn’t, which was a bit unnerving. She simply continued explaining, the way you do when talking to a young child after their timeout about how they shouldn’t run across the street or place their hand on a hot burner. “Pure-blood faeries come from another dimension. I explained this before.” She had the tone of someone who thinks they have the patience of a saint, which I would normally have found annoying, except she was telling me some pretty earth-shattering stuff. “I get that it’s hard to accept, but they do. That’s how Ocean View got started. The pure-blood faeries entered this island through a series of portals and laid claim to the land. There were battles with the beings from the sea who set foot on the land; but eventually the faeries won ownership of the island and let the merfolk, the selkies and kelpies have the sea. The college was a stroke of genius on the part of the faeries. They either need actual humans to keep from becoming sick or dying, or they need the creative products of the human mind, stuff like art and poetry. Where better to set up that kind of arrangement than by running a college where magically gifted humans are invited to attend? There would always be things like art, literature, magic and intellectual inspiration to keep them alive and healthy. Over the years, however, the witches, ghost whisperers and shifters started demanding greater equality. The faeries had to agree to their demands or risk losing them from the college. However, the faeries still have a lot of power.” 
 
    I felt confused. “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    Natalie sighed in frustration. 
 
    “OK. When something hugely rebellious takes place…when something happens to smash the power structure and overthrow the way things have traditionally been done here at Ocean View…you know, like turning a ‘fish people’ canning factory into a sanctuary for magical creatures from the sea as well as a clubhouse where students from both land and sea will meet together to publish journalistic stories investigating the Ocean View power structure…and some of the rebels take things one step further by torching beds where the factory workers slept, throwing those burning beds over a cliff and setting a staircase on fire…do you really think it’s a good idea to go walking along the beach to check it out?” 
 
    Well, if you put it that way… 
 
    Another veil had been lifted. “You’re right. I have no common sense.” 
 
    Natalie sighed again. It was like one big sigh fest. 
 
    My head was pounding. 
 
    Natalie shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I grew up with this stuff. You’ve just got to be more careful. There’s a really good chance we’re going to lose the clubhouse. I wouldn’t put it past the faeries to take it over and turn it into something despicable.” 
 
    That sounded ridiculous. “Why would they do that? It’s been sitting there for years. The administration had forgotten all about it.” 
 
    “Because they can. Out of spite. As a lesson to all of us. Pick your poison.” 
 
    That sounded so unfair. “You know, the people who threw that furniture over the cliff had a total right to their anger. Think about what those merpeople went through in the canning factory.” 
 
    Natalie’s face hardened. She jutted her jaw out, as though trying to make a point with her facial expression alone. “Doesn’t matter. Totally doesn’t matter. It might matter to you and me and a thousand other people. It doesn’t matter to the faeries. Their sense of justice is based on their need for power.” 
 
    Doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter if you want to run out into traffic. It doesn’t matter if you want to place your hand on the hot stove. Life isn’t fair. Grow up already. 
 
    Yes, Mom. 
 
    I pulled the bottle of pills out of my pocket and jiggled it around. “I think I need to take one of these. My head’s killing me.” 
 
    Natalie’s forehead creased with worry. I got the impression she thought I didn’t understand anything she was trying to tell me. 
 
    I got up, poured a glass of water in the bathroom and read the instructions on the bottle of happy pills. I could take two! Popping open the lid, I dropped two glimmering purple pills into my hand. I’d never seen anything like them. My head felt like the inside of a drum being beaten by the sticks of an enthusiastic marching band drummer out on the field during football game intermission. Ba-boom! Ba-boooom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    It was either the pills or I was going to throw up. OK. Down the hatch they go. 
 
    By the time I came out of the bathroom, Natalie had gone over to her side of the bedroom. I walked over and said something I hoped would make her feel better. “I get it now, Natalie. I do. I promise I’ll be more careful.” That was the truth. I was starting to get the lay of the land: basically, a beautiful magical island filled with land mines. 
 
    Natalie turned away from her computer where she’d been typing something to look at me. “I’m glad to hear that.” 
 
    I had nothing more to add. I turned around and went back to my side of the room. 
 
    As I climbed into bed, I thought about the curtains designed by the faeries to protect us from the cries of ghosts. Way back at the first dinner I’d attended in the Ghost Whisperers House, it had been emphasized that those curtains had been designed by trusted faeries. I needed to find out more about that. Either the curtains were a magical Trojan unicorn or there were faeries you could count on. 
 
    I left the curtains open, allowing the purple pills to carry me off to dreamland. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 28 
 
    I slept until 11:00 the next day. I woke up gradually, my brain refusing to face reality right away. It might have been the purple pills making me feel groggy; it might have simply been exhaustion. When I finally felt awake enough to get out of bed, I checked my cell phone for the time. As soon as I realized the date and time, I felt horrified. I’d missed all my classes yesterday, and I’d missed my Journalism class. It had, in fact, just ended. I had only half an hour to get to P.E. class. 
 
    I jumped out of bed and then immediately regretted it. I swear every muscle in my body ached. Screw it. I’d do better tomorrow. Today was going to be a waste. Doing Tai Chi movements today would kill me. VR class wasn’t until 2:00. I figured I could make that. 
 
    I checked on Natalie. She’d already left. I guess I’d slept through her getting ready and leaving. 
 
    Then I ambled into the bathroom and took a look at myself in the mirror. Man, I looked terrible! The lump on my forehead had gone down a bit, but the scratches on my face were crusty and raw and I had more bruised splotches on my face. 
 
    Taking off my clothes to get into the shower hurt like crazy. It took a while for me to take off my shirt because it hurt to bend my arms or slide them through the sleeves. I felt horrified when I looked at my body. There were bruises on my arms and legs and on the side of my abdomen where I’d been kicked. Black-and-blue splotches marked exactly where the guy’s fingers had squeezed my arm. 
 
    I sat down on a bench in the bathroom and sobbed. It was a big, huge ugly cry full of tears and snot. I felt so utterly helpless. I wanted to fight back against the people who had done this to me. I wanted to make things right. 
 
    I decided to take photographs of all my bruises. I doubted I could ever press charges, since it seemed too risky with the current power structure; but I thought I should have pictures just in case. Lifting my cell phone over my shoulder to take pictures of my back was excruciating, but I made myself do it. 
 
    Then I took a shower. Washing my bruises hurt like the dickens, especially the first time when I washed my entire body with deodorant soap to clean out all the cuts; but the warm water relaxed my muscles. The scent of the vanilla coconut body wash I used next helped as well. Washing my hair caused a great deal of pain, both lifting my arms and rubbing my scalp. I assumed I had cuts or abrasions up there as well. 
 
    Finally, I stepped out of the shower feeling clean, but like I’d been through a whole new ordeal, the aftermath of the one that had gotten me into this situation in the first place. Goddamn faeries. They had their own goon squad. And apparently the police department worked for them as well. In a way, it made sense. I’m not sure any human group had the power to stand up against the faeries. Which was basically what our newspaper club planned to do. We were either brave or dumber than a bag of hammers. 
 
    As I brushed my hair, wincing every time I moved my arms or raked over an injured spot on my scalp, I realized there was no way I was going to VR class. Being inside the helmet and suit would be sheer torture. It was Friday; I’d give myself until Monday to heal before going to classes. 
 
    I decided I’d visit Dylan and Delmara. I texted them; asked if they’d like to get together. They both sounded happy about the idea. Their last class ended at 2:00, so we decided to meet half an hour later in front of Delmara’s dorm. 
 
    It was a totally delightful visit. Well, except for the beginning when they were both shocked by my appearance. I wasn’t sure what to tell them. They’d only recently been told they were half-merperson. I didn’t want to tell them they were Enemy #1 with some awfully powerful beings and, Step out of line and this, too, could happen to you. I thought on my feet, which was amazing considering the brain fog I was struggling through. I told them I’d been mistaken for someone else and roughed up by the police arresting me. I said, “I started running away, which was really stupid.” They listened attentively, gasped lots of times, and that was that. 
 
    We moved on. 
 
    I got to see their dorms, which were similar to my freshman dorm. Their roommates and suitemates were friendly. And they showed me some cool merfolk magic they’d learned in their classes. They were able to do things like reverse the way the water swirls around the drain as it empties out of the bathtub. That was so cool! 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 29 
 
    Over the weekend, Natalie took pity on me. She told me there was a pool in the catacombs that had a reputation for healing people and asked if I’d like to go with her. That was a no-brainer, considering how much pain I was in. Plus she reminded me I’d promised to go diving with her in the pool that glowed blue before everything got so crazy with the canning factory and keeping up with our assignments. 
 
    Guilt works on me every time. In my head, our diving trip to the catacombs went from a fun idea to a chance to heal my body more quickly to something I owed Natalie. 
 
    Running off to her closet, Natalie came out with a diving suit dangling from her hands. “I almost forgot about this. I bought wetsuits for us, what seems like eons ago. You wanta see if yours fits?” 
 
    It looked like it was gonna fit skintight, and by that I literally mean as tight as a second layer of skin. Ugh. Just what I needed. Every cut and bruise on my body squeezed and rubbed raw, while I get to model every pocket of fat on my entire body. Either that or it was gonna work like a girdle and squeeze my entire body until I got a really fat head, literally. 
 
    I thanked Natalie, grabbed the suit and sauntered off to my bathroom. It hurt something terrible getting into something that tight and stretchy, but it didn’t look half bad. The suit was mostly black with the sleeves and bottom part of the legs in turquoise. It actually smoothed out my body to the point where someone who didn’t know me better might actually think I was athletic. 
 
    I went over to Natalie’s side of the room to show her. 
 
    “That looks awesome, Shade! And I love the tattoos around your ankle. They show up really well in that.” 
 
    That was a definite bonus: the dolphins-and-starfish ankle bracelet made me look extra cool, almost like I could be a surfer or something. I planned to live the fantasy. Hopefully, that would keep me from chickening out. 
 
    A few hours later, we headed out to the catacombs. I felt incredibly unprepared, but at least I didn’t have time to obsess over all the ways things could go horribly wrong. 
 
    I thought maybe I couldn’t afford the suit. Natalie dispelled that worry, telling me the suit was a gift for helping out at the canning factory. 
 
    I knew you were supposed to get training before going diving. Natalie said, “Not the way we’re gonna do it. You’ll be a natural.” Hmmm…that could either end up being true or something that went south very quickly. I wasn’t a natural at a whole lot of things. 
 
    I thought we’d enter the catacombs the same way we did earlier, but Natalie said we were going to enter through a shortcut. 
 
    That shortcut was terrifying. 
 
    Natalie brought us to a pile of boulders in the forest. Rolling one aside, she revealed a hole barely wider than my body. “We enter through here. You wanta go first or you want me to go first?” 
 
    I pointed a finger at Natalie. “You can go first.” 
 
    She pulled her hair into a tight ponytail, wrapped a band around it, then hopped from foot to foot for a few seconds as though getting ready to run a race. Stretching her arms out in front of her, interlocking her fingers and flexing her palms outward, she said, “A-l-l-l-l-l-l riiiiiiiight…Heeeere we go.” 
 
    Dropping to her knees and lying down on her stomach, she wriggled into the opening headfirst. As soon as her feet disappeared, I followed behind. 
 
    Let me tell you, I felt like the Earth was giving birth to me or something. Absolutely everything hurt: my muscles, all the cuts and bruises I feared were getting ripped open and probably infected from the slippery dirt. 
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the slide opened up into a wider shelf. A short jump down and we were in a room with a glowing blue pool. It was different than the room where I’d first seen one of those pools. This room was larger and the walls were slanted. 
 
    Reaching into her sleeves, Natalie pulled out two stretchy red masks, the same kind Merrik had given me when I swam under the ocean with him! For a moment, I felt faint. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    Natalie pulled one over her head and handed me the other one. “From a mermaid friend of mine. They’re awesome. When you use these, you don’t have to bother with the bulkier masks or the entire tank of oxygen humans normally have to wear to go diving. These give us merfolk powers to breathe underwater. What do you think?” 
 
    I looked down at the mask, rather solemnly, then popped it over my head. “Cool.” 
 
    Then we dove into the water. 
 
    I expected it to feel like diving into melted ice, since that’s how cold the other glowing pool had been; but this one felt warm. It could have been the suits or the magical masks doing that; but whatever, I’d take it. Of course, it could have been because this pool was supposed to have healing properties. Kind of hard to heal when you’re tensed up and shivering like crazy. 
 
    Natalie popped up to the surface. “Ready?” 
 
    I answered, “Uh-huh.” It didn’t really matter whether or not I was ready. I was totally going to do this. 
 
    Natalie did a dolphin dive to enter the depths of the pool. I followed. 
 
    Gliding through that glowing blue water was magnificent. Feeling enveloped in magic and light, all the pain in my body disappeared. It felt the same as when a cut heals or a muscle spasm stops, but much better. It felt like any physical problems I might have had, an unknown infection or viruses my immune system might have been fighting, were suddenly gone. I felt amazing. Energized, I pushed myself forward using the breaststroke. Tiny fish with neon stripes along their bodies flitted past from time to time. 
 
    After we’d been swimming for about half an hour, something bizarre happened. 
 
    Up ahead, we noticed dark shadowy shapes, large as humans, moving through the water. In back of them, at the edge of the pool farthest away from Natalie and me, the opening to a dark cave loomed. 
 
    At first, I assumed it was a group of students who had entered the pool area from another entrance. But then, I felt an eerie vibration pass through the water and heard a humming sound that was quite unnerving. 
 
    Natalie swam over and grabbed me by the arm. Facing me, she lifted her finger to her lips and silently mouthed, Shhhhh…Then she led the way over to an outcropping of rocks along a side of the pool a fair distance from the faeries. 
 
    We watched until we knew that we needed to get out of there. 
 
    The swimmers formed two lines that faced each other. The lines stretched outward from the dark cave, then curved over to the side of the pool opposite Natalie and me. I noticed the swimmers had the glowing skin of the pure-blood faeries. But what in the world were they doing? 
 
    Suddenly, something entered the pool close to the spot where the line of faeries ended. This happened again and again. I realized something was being thrown into the water from the surface above. 
 
    I took a closer look. There was a loud splashing sound, then bubbles surrounding whatever had been tossed from above. I watched as the bubbles cleared. It was a child! 
 
    Children were repeatedly tossed into the water. The faeries at the end of the line grabbed them and handed them off to the couple of faeries right next to them. This continued until each child had been transported all the way up to the yawning cave, the children being moved down the assembly line like boxes until they reached their final destination in the darkened cave. 
 
    After she’d seen enough, Natalie led the way out of the pool, clinging to the side until we were safely out of sight. 
 
    Perhaps the faeries were playing a game with their own children. That seemed a plausible explanation. The scene in front of us felt dark and weird, however. No one seemed to be having fun. It totally felt like workers on an assembly line moving merchandise from one spot to another. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 30 
 
    The Tuesday following my trip to the catacombs with Natalie, I got the best news ever. The rehabilitation hospital contacted me—as Apple’s close friend serving as primary hospital contact, a title I was totally honored to have—to let me know that she was being discharged from the hospital. Could I come pick her up? 
 
    Ocean View was awesome. I didn’t have to own a car or anything. I simply had to accompany her in the car that would bring her back to campus. I got the impression the hospital staff wanted to make sure she’d have someone to help her out once she got back, in case she needed it. Of course, I’d do that! I made arrangements to meet Apple in her rehabilitation room at 4:00 PM. That would give me plenty of time to get there after my last class. 
 
    I worried on and off all day that Apple might not be completely healed, that she’d still be kind of out of it or needing pain medication or something once she got back to campus. 
 
    From the moment I walked into Apple’s rehabilitation room, I realized my fears had been unfounded. She was alert and happy and she looked great! Her cheeks were rosy against her normally pale skin, her freckles seemed more pronounced than when she was recovering from surgery, and her curly red hair fell lustrous and full to her shoulders. She was wearing red lipstick and a hint of green eye shadow. The tattoos looked great on her bare arms, especially with the dress she was wearing: a sleeveless cotton dress covered in the vibrant colors of Van Gogh’s Starry Night. 
 
    I found Apple sitting in a chair watching TV, a suitcase by her feet. Her face lit up with a huge smile the moment she saw me. She jumped up and gave me a big hug. “I’m so happy to see you! I’m going back to campus now. Annnd…” Walking over to her suitcase, she patted it on the side. “I’m returning with my new seal skin.” 
 
    I was thrilled for her. 
 
    Apple pressed a buzzer. 
 
    A few seconds later, a nurse walked in. “Ready to go home?” 
 
    Apple smiled. “Yup. I sure am.” She thanked the nurse for everything she and the staff had done for her and signed her discharge papers. 
 
    Within seconds, an orderly brought in a wheelchair and the nurse explained that it was hospital procedure that no matter how good a patient felt, they had to leave in a wheelchair “just to be safe.” 
 
    “No problem.” Apple sat down in the wheelchair. When the orderly handed her the suitcase, she clutched it against herself. She was leaving with a prized possession. 
 
    Out in front of the hospital, a car was waiting. The driver was polite, but mostly quiet, which I’m sure Apple appreciated. I know I did. I wasn’t in the mood for idle chit-chat. 
 
    I felt happy and relaxed about Apple’s new life until we arrived at her house. I’d forgotten exactly how bad it was. The outside was rundown, the cedar shingles on what looked like a mountain lodge faded from the salt air. The entrance was dark and dingy, the carpet worn, the walls looking like they could give you a serious case of splinters. 
 
    Up in Apple’s suite, a couple of girls were sitting in the living room playing a video game. They barely looked up, even though Apple was coming home from the hospital. That pissed me off no end. I wanted to say something to them along the lines of: What is wrong with you!? and Where are your manners? but Apple seemed to have made peace with her living situation and I certainly didn’t want to make her feel bad. One girl said, “Hey!” to Apple. The other girl said, “How are you doing?” Apple said, “Good. The hospital and rehabilitation center were great. I feel great.” One suitemate said, “Great. Glad to hear it.” The other said nothing, her total concentration focused on the video game. And that was that. 
 
    We’d been so much closer with our suitemates freshman year. We spent bonding time together and we supported each other. And the Ghost Whisperers House was so much better. The building itself was awesome and my roommate had turned out to be a pretty good friend. 
 
    I felt sorry for Apple. 
 
    She led me back to her room. Her roommate was gone and the shades were drawn. Suddenly, Apple looked tired, the trip home from the hospital apparently sapping her strength. I realized she probably wasn’t completely healed, the same way most people return home from the hospital after surgery. These things take time. Apple plopped herself down on her bed. As though the comforter with the design of colorful fish in blue ocean water was calling to her, she rubbed her eyes and said, “Man, I’m tired. I think I’ll take a nap.” 
 
    Even though I was disappointed we wouldn’t be spending time together on her first day back, I totally understood. “Sure. Rest up. We’ll have lots of adventures together when you feel up to it.” I gave her a hug and shut the door on my way out. 
 
    Her suitemates were shouting with excitement over a dramatic scene or a battle or something in their video game. They never even looked up or acknowledged me in any way. They certainly didn’t ask to be updated on Apple’s condition. Jerks. I wish Apple could move out. Once the canning factory was renovated, she could stay there. 
 
    When I got back to my room, Natalie actually had news about that. 
 
    She was hunched over her desk, poring over one of her leather-bound books, when I opened the door. 
 
    Although she turned around, she didn’t smile. She just said, “Hey. Things are smoothed over with the faeries and the Ocean View administration. Renovations will continue on the canning factory and the newspaper club will still get to be in charge of it after it’s done.” 
 
    My mouth dropped open, as though ready to emit words, but nothing came out. Eventually, I managed to utter one question: “How?” 
 
    Natalie rolled her eyes. “My Aunt Nora. She talked to administration. Again. We have to stop relying on her to straighten out our messes. Talking to administration does nothing, by the way. Every time she bails us out, she ends up donating money to something for the faerie compound. That’s what actually does the trick. Money talks.” 
 
    My next words flew out of my mouth before I thought over the wisdom of blurting them out. I guess the resentment I felt at being blamed for helping out a persecuted race had reached the boiling point. “Is your aunt helping the creatures from the sea or the faeries? Whose side is she on, anyway?” 
 
    Natalie slammed her fist on the desk. She glared at me with an intensity so hot had it been magic, I’d be dead. “My Aunt Nora’s devoted her entire life to helping the sea creatures gain equality in a system founded and ruled by the faeries. She doesn’t have to do that. She’s a ghost whisperer and she’s wealthy. She could simply ignore the situation and enjoy her life. But, let me tell you, you won’t win against the faeries by protesting against them. They’ll burn you to a crisp and have one less problem to deal with. You’re dispensable to them. If you want to change things against beings that powerful, you have to use your brain. You have to be clever enough to play the long game. You can’t change things overnight and you’ll never change things with a temper tantrum. Grow up. Now, I have a lot of studying to do. If you’ll excuse me…” 
 
    And, with that, she turned back to studying the ancient tome in front of her. 
 
    Walking over to my side of the room, I wiped tears from my face and fought the urge to dissolve into a sobbing session. I felt stunned and heartbroken, but I wasn’t about to give Natalie the satisfaction. We’d apparently entered into some kind of power struggle and I didn’t have enough information to understand it. 
 
    Drained from my interaction with Natalie, I slipped into bed and closed the faerie-designed curtains around me. Thinking what a hypocrite I was relying on those curtains, I became enveloped by the kind of depression that sucks all your energy away, leaving you numb and exhausted. Those faerie curtains saved my life over and over again, protecting me from the endless onslaught of cries from the deceased. I couldn’t imagine ever living without those curtains now that I’d experienced them, and yet I was fighting for a world in which the faeries were removed from power. If that happened, would they stay on Earth or would they vanish from our world, seeking a different planet where they could rule? 
 
    I fell into a deep sleep, haunted by nightmares that left me covered in sweat but without any memory of their details when I woke. 
 
    After taking a long shower with vanilla-scented liquid soap and strawberry-scented shampoo, I felt my head clearing. I couldn’t do anything about Natalie’s attitude. Although she was actively involved in the fight to win equality for the people from the sea, she had conflicts of interest. She came from one of the old, traditional families in the magical world. Her family had ties with Ocean View College that extended back to a time before I even had an inkling that I possessed any kind of magic, that I was anything more than a total loser. Heck, her family had ties to the magical world that went back to a time long before I was born. 
 
    My thoughts turned to Apple. I remembered Mrs. Crawford’s invitation to go over to her house at 4:30 this Friday and stay for dinner. And she said I could bring a friend. That was perfect. She’d be thrilled to see Apple and it would give Apple a chance to socialize after her long stay in the hospital and rehabilitation center. 
 
    I texted Apple: we have an invitation 2 go over 2 mrs. crawford’s house for dinner this friday 4:30 pm. want to go? 
 
    It took Apple a few minutes to reply, but she was totally on board: that would be great. i want 2 thank her 4 the seal skin and let her know how well i’m doing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 31 
 
    Apple and I took a Lyft to Mrs. Crawford’s house. I wanted to use the college’s free transportation service, but they wouldn’t drive out to that neighborhood. I felt angry all over again, remembering back to how I’d been told by the person answering the phone the first time I’d tried to get a car to visit Mrs. Crawford with Kai, “We don’t go there, to that section of the island.” Now, I understood exactly why that area was off-limits. There were “fish people” living there. Kai and I had solved the problem back then by riding bikes supplied by the college, since they didn’t control or track where we rode them. But Apple was in no shape to go bike-riding right now. 
 
    The Lyft driver, a quiet woman with frizzy red hair and dangling earrings, took us to our destination: 1754 Strawberry Lane. As we hopped out of the car, I took a deep breath of saltwater-scented air and let the cool ocean breeze wash over me. It felt awesomely refreshing. 
 
    I loved the Crawford house: the yellow cottage with the lavender door, the beautiful garden out front, the sound of pinwheels spinning in the wind. 
 
    Stepping onto the porch, I rang the doorbell. 
 
    Within seconds, Mrs. Crawford swung the door wide open and invited us in. 
 
    Her curly gray hair was neatly styled; her green eyes sparkled with warmth. She was wearing a blue-and-white pinstriped dress with a pale blue apron splotched with flour and dark blue stains. The wonderful smell of blueberry pie suggested that was the source of the smudges. 
 
    Clasping her hands together, she gave us a huge smile. “Hello, there! I’m so happy to see the both of you. Come in, come in…” 
 
    I’d never been inside the Crawford home before. When Kai and I had stopped by, Mrs. Crawford had slammed the door in our faces. Back then, she’d been trying to protect her twins by hiding their true nature from others and she didn’t like us showing up to broach the subject. She’d started opening up to the idea of recognizing them for who they were later on, but we’d never been back to her house. Our meeting with her on the beach where her kids had practiced their merpeople talents was powerful, an event that had forever changed their lives and destinies. And now, here I was with Apple to whom she’d given her selkie seal skin. 
 
    We stepped into a hallway with hardwood flooring and walls painted light yellow. The hallway was lined with framed photographs of children. By the time we reached the end, I realized they were photos of Dylan and Delmara from babyhood to graduation from high school. It felt odd to see them in graduation caps and gowns. I thought of them as part merfolk and had only ever seen them dressed casually. 
 
    The hallway led to a family room with a kitchen off to the right and a dining room off to the left. It had a cozy cottage feel: the same yellow walls in the family room as in the front hallway, pale blue wall above and dark blue wall below a divider in the dining room, and a sparkling white kitchen with hardwood flooring. Throw rugs in front of the stove and sink brightened up the kitchen. Family photos and paintings of stunning seascapes lined the walls in every room. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford invited us into the family room where we sank into the most comfortable leather couch ever. She went into the kitchen, removed her apron and returned with a tray containing cookies, a pitcher of lemonade and a stack of glasses. I grabbed a sugar cookie shaped like a starfish and poured myself a nice cold glass of lemonade. 
 
    Turning to Apple, Mrs. Crawford asked how she felt. She seemed unsure how to ask the question, a squeak in her voice betraying the awkwardness she must have been feeling. 
 
    With a mouthful of chocolate chip cookie, Apple mumbled, “Fine.” 
 
    Mrs. Crawford took a sip of lemonade and gazed for a moment through a window into the backyard filled with trees and brightly colored flowers. 
 
    Turning her attention back to Apple, she asked, “Does it feel like your own?” 
 
    Apple’s eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    “The skin. The seal skin. Does it feel like your own? Are there any problems with it?” 
 
    Apple swallowed the cookie and took a swig of lemonade. “No. No problems at all. Thank you so much for giving it to me. I’ve never felt happier. I’d wanted to swim with my family again someday and thought I never would…” 
 
    Mrs. Crawford looked away quickly, staring at something in the backyard. A raven had landed on a trellis dripping with grapevines and fat, juicy grapes; but that didn’t seem to be what had caught Mrs. Crawford’s attention. Her eyes seemed unfocused, her mind perhaps ruminating on the loss of the selkie life she’d renounced. 
 
    Apple seemed to realize she must have picked open a scab and caused her donor pain. She changed the subject. “You have a beautiful home. You must be very happy here.” 
 
    Mrs. Crawford brightened. “Thank you. I am. It’s a bit quiet without the kids, though…although I’m glad they’re at Ocean View. I can’t even imagine what the future holds for them.” She took another sip of lemonade, smoothed the skirt of her dress and leaned forward. “Speaking of children, have you heard what’s been happening to the kids in this area? I’m wondering if your college has done any research on the matter.” 
 
    I thought about all the signs on campus for missing children. 
 
    Apple spoke before I had a chance. “Yeah, now that you mention it…There are signs everywhere for missing children. Do you think they’re being kidnapped? Are children missing from your neighborhood?” 
 
    Mrs. Crawford’s eyes lit with intensity. “There were missing children here. They’ve been returned.” She cleared her throat and coughed before continuing. “They’re not the same, though. It’s like someone experimented on them or exposed them to a harmful substance or something. Maybe they were malnourished while they were gone.” Again, she cleared her throat. “You’ll see what I mean. My neighbor, Katherine Cole, is coming to dinner with her twins tonight. I’ve been babysitting her twins since they were a year old.” She chuckled. “I know how hard it is to get a babysitter for twins and, trust me, I know how hard it is to never have a babysitter for twins. They’re the sweetest kids. Well, they were the sweetest kids…until Molly was kidnapped. Millie’s now very clingy. And Molly…well, Molly doesn’t even look the same. I mean, it’s definitely her. She has all the same features, but they’re distorted. I kind of think of her as the Vincent Van Gogh version of her former self. And her behavior…well, you’ll see…Molly and Millie are identical twins; but, well, you’ll see…” 
 
    Then she changed the subject completely, asking us about our courses at Ocean View. 
 
    Dinner was interesting and horrifying, all at the same time. 
 
    Katherine was much younger than Mrs. Crawford. Probably in her mid-twenties, so closer in age to Apple and me than to Mrs. Crawford. She knocked rather than rang the doorbell, although it sounded like she accomplished that by kicking the door with her foot. Mrs. Crawford opened the door to reveal a disheveled-looking woman clutching a small child in each arm, a large bag slung over her shoulder. 
 
    By disheveled, I don’t mean unattractive or unshowered or anything. It’s just that her hair was a chaotic mess of knots and flyaway blond strands, her shirttail had escaped from her pants along the back waistband and her shirt sleeve had some kind of brown stain that looked like chocolate pudding. It’s like she’d tried to dress up for dinner, but the universe had conspired against her. That universe appeared to be her kids. 
 
    Sighing with relief, she set them down as soon as the front door closed. She rubbed the base of her back. Released from her grip, the twins went running and screaming down the hallway. It was hard to believe they were identical. They both had brown eyes and curly brown hair and they were the same height. But one of the twins had an incredibly swollen head. Her face and legs, her arms and hands were all pudgy and she had a rash on her forehead. Her nose was pulled to the side as though it had been broken and her eyelids were puffy. I wondered if her mom had taken her to a doctor. I assumed she had and there’d been no medical diagnosis for her condition. Poor kid. She looked uncomfortable. 
 
    At the end of the hallway, she tripped over her own feet and smashed her head against the wall. She started screaming and wailing. When her mom picked her up to comfort her, she stiffened and pushed herself out of her mother’s arms. Then she cocked her head, gave a maniacal laugh, which was unnerving in her tiny little kid voice, and went running off after her sister. 
 
    Dinner was a nightmare. 
 
    The food was delicious. I felt sorry for Mrs. Crawford. She’d gone all out to prepare that meal. We had puffed pastries for appetizers. The main course was stuffed Cornish game hens. Can you even imagine? We each had our own little stuffed hen and there were enough for us to have a second one. Apple had seconds, but I felt as stuffed as the hen after only one. In addition to the stuffing, side dishes included mashed potatoes with gravy, sweet potatoes with melted marshmallow on top, buttered corn and rolls. For dessert, we had blueberry pie with vanilla ice cream. 
 
    Before her mom had a chance to slice the meat off her hen, Molly started poking it and laughing. “Look! It has a butt. My dinner has a butt.” 
 
    Her mom looked mortified, her cheeks turning crimson. “Molly, stop it. That’s not nice.” 
 
    “Yes, it is. It has a butt.” 
 
    Her mom tried to apologize. “She gets like this when she hasn’t had a nap. I’m sorry…” 
 
    Mrs. Crawford laughed. “No need to apologize. I could tell you some great stories about Dylan and Delmara when they were little.” 
 
    Trying to cut her daughter’s meat while keeping her from blurting out embarrassing statements, Mrs. Cole ran her arm across her own forehead to mop up sweat and wipe loose strands of hair from her eyes. “How are Dylan and Delmara doing?” She smiled at her rebellious daughter. “They give me hope.” Laughing, she looked up at her friend. 
 
    At that moment, a glob of mashed potato soaked in gravy hit her right in the forehead. Spppplaaattttt! I’ll never forget that sound or the look of horror that splashed across Mrs. Cole’s face. 
 
    Empathizing deeply with her fellow mother of twins, Mrs. Crawford jumped up and got a wet wash cloth for her friend, saying only, “I remember that age. It’s something you never forget.” 
 
    I found it hard to believe all kids acted like that. Had I been like that? Ugh. I hoped not. It was only Molly, or the van Gogh portrait of Molly, however. Millie was an angel. She was clingy, constantly grabbing onto her mother’s shirt and whimpering from time to time; but other than that, she was well-behaved. 
 
    Mrs. Cole was a saint. 
 
    And Molly was a walking advertisement for birth control. 
 
    After Mrs. Cole left with the twins, Mrs. Crawford asked if we could find out if our college knew anything about all the kidnapped kids being returned in a state like Molly’s. “Maybe they’re doing some kind of research study on it or something.” 
 
    We promised to check. I doubted Ocean View was doing anything like that, but I thought the newspaper club could look into it, along with the research we were already planning to do in regard to the kidnappings. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 32 
 
    At the next newspaper club meeting, I started to organize. At this point, it felt completely natural for me. I’d been doing this since high school. Natalie seemed appreciative. She had these unexpected anger flare-ups when I pushed too far against the Ocean View power structure, but she always seemed to get over it. I suspected she was really at war with herself. She wanted to change things; but her family had occupied a position of power at Ocean View for so many years, she also wanted to protect that. Or maybe she was just scared of the faeries and wanted to protect us all. I had no idea. But, anyway, she let me start organizing an online forum. Every time she passed by the group of kids I was talking to about it, she gave me a warm smile. 
 
    I suggested we start with a Halloween theme, since the forum would open in October. I said that Halloween and Christmas were two of the best times for getting new members involved in a forum because the artwork attracted them. 
 
    A petite girl with spiky black hair, a nose ring and heavy black eyeliner crossed her arms. Jutting her chin out slightly, she challenged me. “What kind of artwork?” 
 
    I thought back to the artwork I’d previously done in high school. “Well, in my junior year of high school, the first time I’d ever done artwork for a forum, I had a haunted house theme. I created a haunted house with a jack-o’-lantern on the front step that looked like our principal.” I laughed. “Kids got a kick out of that when they discovered it. I had a witch’s broom leaning against a tree and ghosts flying up the sides of the page.” I remembered back to how I’d made one ghost look like Brandon and another one look like his little brother. “In my senior year of high school, I lived in Roswell. UFO capital of the world. Our forum was called The Flying Saucer.” I rolled my eyes. “For that one, I did a haunted house theme again, but changed it up a bit. I had a witch wearing a pointed hat looking out through a window. I added werewolves outside the house and jack-o’-lanterns carved like aliens from outer space. And then I had both UFOs and witches on broomsticks flying across a night sky with a full moon.” 
 
    The young woman just stared at me the whole time. There was this weird vibe like she thought she was interviewing me for the position. Look, honey, I’ve got this job. It’s you who has to convince me you’ve got what it takes to join the forum team. 
 
    Keeping her arms tightly crossed, she shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Seriously? A witch with a pointy hat? And witches flying on brooms?” She turned to a couple of girls standing next to her. They laughed sarcastically and crossed their arms, expressing their solidarity with her. 
 
    Goddamnit. I’d made a serious faux pas. Ocean View had real witches. I’d probably made a derogatory caricature of them in high school and had no idea I was doing that. 
 
    I swear it took me an eon to reply. I stared at the girl like the cat had got my tongue and the werewolves had eaten half my brain. “Are you…are…are you a witch?” In my awkwardness, I put emphasis on the word witch. You could have interpreted the way it came out as though I was shocked and horrified that there might be a witch in my midst. Are you a WITCH? Oh, my God. Seriously, you could have heard it that way. 
 
    She blinked her eyes a few times. To me, the movement was in slow motion. I noticed everything about her eyelids: gray eye shadow that needed to be reapplied, her long eyelashes coated with black mascara, a few dots of mascara on the gray powder, oil along the creases at the back of her lids. “Yes, I am.” She waved her hand around, indicating the other girls. “We all are. We don’t wear pointy hats and we don’t fly around on brooms.” 
 
    One of her friends was wearing a beautiful white dress covered in pink flowers, with lipstick and flat leather shoes the same shade of pink. “Although we could if we wanted to.” 
 
    The first girl glared at her. “Of course we could. But so can the faeries. It’s just magic. Brooms aren’t the only magical way to travel.” 
 
    I had an idea, the first good one since this conversation got started. “Do you do art?” 
 
    As she ran her fingers through her hair, I noticed gorgeous rings on every finger and blue polish on her nails. “Yes, I do, actually. I won a bunch of awards last year.” 
 
    Suddenly, I was a politician complete with negotiating skills. “Would you like to create the artwork for the October forum? I’d love to see what you’d come up with. Considering all the magical people at Ocean View, Halloween art must be very different here than elsewhere.” 
 
    She didn’t exactly smile, but she attempted it. I could have sworn the corners of her mouth turned upward for a split second. “Sure. I’ll send you a sketch by tomorrow. What’s your email address? My name’s Inari Holt. I’ll send you an email with the artwork; then you’ll have my email address.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    Then I turned to the rest of the group. “Why don’t you all copy down my email address? If you’d like to contact me about doing the artwork for other months or you have any questions or anything, feel free to email me. Now, I want to talk to you about a serious issue that we plan to bring up on the forum. It will be posted as our first topic for discussion: Missing Children. Have you noticed all the Missing Children posters around campus? They’re everywhere, and for different kids. There are a lot of kids missing. That suggests a kidnapper…or, worse, a kidnapping ring.” I swallowed hard and fought back tears. “A friend of mine and some other girls in my high school were kidnapped by a sex trafficking ring.” I could hardly get the words out. In the clear light of day this long afterward, it seemed unreal; but it was real and it was horrible. PTSD still haunted Annie like a tapeworm sapping her strength in the darkness of her mind. “We saved them by posting on our school forum about them. Eventually, posts came in that hinted at their whereabouts and we followed the leads. The messages were usually cryptic, so the kidnappers wouldn’t shut down the methods being used for posting, but we figured it out. I thought I’d write the first post today and you could think of replies to get the discussion going or other posts you’d like to make. We’ll need posts on other subjects, too. The forum should be a place where students feel free to talk openly about any subject, even sensitive ones. Sensitive topics should actually be encouraged; a forum is the perfect place for those. People will be allowed to use their real name or fake names. Right now, our club needs to come up with a name for the forum. That will be our first order of business.” 
 
    Everyone around me seemed excited, even the witch whose toes I’d stepped on with my initial ignorance. They started talking among themselves, coming up with ideas for the forum. 
 
    I walked to the front of the room and waited until Natalie was free. Then I asked if I could start a discussion on naming the forum. She said, “Sure. Now would be a good time.” 
 
    I used what my mom referred to as my outdoor voice in order to get everyone’s attention. There was a lot of discussion going on in groups throughout the room. When the buzz finally quieted, I explained about the need for a name and how my high schools had created forum names that matched their newspaper names. The Tiger’s Tale and The Tiger’s Den. Flying Saucer Times and The Flying Saucer. 
 
    Natalie interrupted. “Our newspaper’s called Ocean View Times.” 
 
    That sounded so boring and plain for a college of magic. “We could change it. The high school I went to in my senior year was located in Roswell, New Mexico. When we started a forum, we changed the name of the newspaper from Hidden Lakes Times to Flying Saucer Times and gave the forum a name to match: The Flying Saucer.” 
 
    Natalie’s face hardened. “That’s cute. No, we can’t change the name here. It would have to go through too many channels in the administration. The name of the newspaper is Ocean View Times.” She gave me a tense smile. “Feel free to name the forum differently, though. Go as wild with that as you’d like.” 
 
    Then she took over, asking club members to volunteer names to be voted on. 
 
    There was a wide variety in suggestions. Magical Mayhem, Creative Thought Bubbles, Mind Candy, Ramblings of Magical Minds, Spellbound Conversations, and Ocean View Forum were just a few. Guess which title won? Ocean View Forum. Freaking Ocean View Forum. It’s so plain, so boring. I guess when you live in a world of magic and wield superpowers, you don’t need a magical name. You prefer the humdrum safe choice, I guess. My powers aren’t that incredible. Maybe I need more razzle-dazzle in naming things as a result. 
 
    With the organization of the forum accomplished, I asked Natalie if I could write the newspaper article on the remains of the merpeople found at the old canning factory for the first issue. She said, “Sure. That would be great. Our first issue is always published on October 25th, right before Halloween.” 
 
    As the meeting came to a close, I felt sad that I wouldn’t be doing the artwork for the October issue, but overwhelmed with gratitude that I could once again organize a forum to find missing people. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 33 
 
    After meeting Molly at Mrs. Crawford’s house, I had a hard time writing my first post for the forum. I wanted to write about the missing kids, but I also wanted to mention what Mrs. Crawford had told me: that Molly had returned home from a kidnapping with both her physical appearance and her behavior seriously altered. Whereas Annie had been consumed by PTSD, it was like Molly had been turned inside out, wearing PTSD on her skin. Maybe she’d been poisoned or badly beaten. That seemed a likely explanation for how she’d become deformed while kidnapped. 
 
    After hours of repeatedly typing and deleting, I finally came up with my first post for the Ocean View Forum. (I still hated that name.) I wrote: 
 
    Have you seen the Missing Child posters all over campus? I was shocked when I started seeing them everywhere…And I mean everywhere, even on trees out in the woods. There are posters for a lot of different children. And I’ve heard that some kids who came back home were seriously deformed when they returned. Why would that be? Does anyone have information about that? I’m wondering if they were beaten or poisoned, or both. 
 
    I added crying emojis. 
 
    It seems stupid that it took me hours to write this short post, but I had much longer versions I deleted. In one, I described Molly’s altered physical appearance and behavior. As I was reading it over, I suddenly realized that someone who knows Molly might recognize who she was and tell her mom about my post. That would be horrible. So I acted as though I’d just heard rumors. I figured that would work better, anyway, to get people who might have seen kids with similar issues report on what they knew. 
 
    A couple of hours later, my cell phone pinged. It was a message from Inari: sent u artwork. let me what u think. 
 
    I got into my email and clicked on the one from Inari. 
 
    Holy camole. What was I seeing? Or, more precisely, what was I experiencing? 
 
    Her Halloween design was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. I felt like a complete failure as an artist. I’d always taken pride in my artistic abilities; but compared to this, my stuff was garbage. 
 
    The first thing that came at me…and that’s literally how it felt: like Halloween was coming at me…was an eerie mixture of feelings. It reminded me of exactly how I’d felt as a child on Halloween night: excited, scared…and something else. It was on the tip of my tongue. And then I realized it actually had a lot to do with my tongue: it was exactly how I’d felt tasting candy on a night when you could knock on people’s doors and they gave you candy and your mom let you eat as much as you wanted, no matter how much sugar or chocolate was involved. 
 
    After being consumed by emotion, I peered closely at the actual artwork. It was very simple. A strip of woods, dark and made of pine trees, ran across the top of the page. Bats flew in and out of the pines. A silver moon cast light over the scene and shadows crept out from the forest. Pumpkins and their curly tendrils fell down the sides of the forum page. At the bottom, shadowy figures moved across a gray landscape. 
 
    I shivered. Then replied to Inari: That’s really good. There’s a feel to it. What’s causing that? Are you using a special filter or something? 
 
    Inari replied two seconds later. Her answer started out with a whole bunch of emojis that were laugh-crying. Those were followed by: It’s witchcraft. We’re allowed to use that at Ocean View. It’s encouraged, actually. We’re all supposed to practice our craft whenever we can, especially in situations we might work in after graduation. What do you think? Do you like it? Can we use it for the October forum? 
 
    Man, for someone with the power to turn me into a toad, she sure sounded needy, like she really, really needed the job. I guess we all worried about fitting into the real world after graduation. 
 
    I replied: Sure, we can use it. It’s awesome. Then I had a thought, a fear of my own. I added: Does it work the same for everyone? Or is it like a Rorschach where everyone projects their own emotional stuff onto it and sees it differently? 
 
    I hit Send before I had a chance to delete that second part. My hands shook as I studied Inari’s forest at the top of the page more closely. Memories came flooding back. The bones of newborn infants buried beneath the tree near our house that made it look like my mom had been involved in murdering babies. That was a horrible time, back in the old Victorian house where I’d first met Brandon the ghost. If those were the memories that Inari’s bewitched artwork was stirring up for me, I’d given away too much of myself by letting her know the profound effect her forum design was having on me. 
 
    Inari replied: It’s not any kind of Rorschach. It’s just bewitched artwork—like normal art, but on steroids. The viewer brings their own experiences to it, sure; but only to a limited degree. I wanted to create a forest with a silver moon that felt spooky and bats and pumpkins that would remind people of Halloween. I bewitched it to intensify the effects, that’s all. What do u think? 
 
    Cool. I felt relieved. I wrote back: It’s awesome. It will be our October design. I’ll start putting the forum together tonight, so that everything will be ready on time. 
 
    Inari replied: That’s great news! Thanks so much! 
 
    It felt weird to be in this position. I felt like Eleanor Sims, my boss back when I worked at The Daily Buzz. I started dreaming of not only being a reporter someday, but moving up to running my own newspaper office. I felt alarmed when I started visualizing myself wearing a gray dress with white pearls like Eleanor had during my job interview. I hoped to God my fashion choices didn’t have to age as I got older. 
 
    I was brought back to the present by a new email popping up in my Inbox. It was from Inari. Would you like to see a more amplified version of the artwork for the forum? 
 
    Ah, geez. This was going to mess with my mind or turn me into a toad, wasn’t it? I’d opened the gates to Hell. 
 
    I typed back: Sure. I’d love to see what you’ve got. 
 
    And by “love,” I meant only that I didn’t think I could say “no.” No would mean I didn’t trust witches and was therefore refusing to give Inari a chance. 
 
    She sent back the same design, but amplified. The trees moved with the wind; the bats flapped their wings. Some of the pumpkins literally fell down the sides of the page. And the shadowy figures at the bottom skulked through gray mist. It felt spooky as all get-out. I shivered. 
 
    I emailed back: That’s incredible. How did you do that? 
 
    Inari replied: It’s just an animated version, something I’m learning to do in my Art class. Ocean View’s web interface software should support it. Let me know which version you want: static or animated. 
 
    I’m an idiot with how scared I am of everything that’s new. I’m a lot better than I used to be, but I still get rattled easily. I told Inari I’d love to try the animated version, but I’d probably need her help adding it to the forum. She said she’d be happy to help. 
 
    One hour later, it turned out I could add it myself. Apparently, bewitched animations work the same as regular ones, as far as the computer software’s concerned. It didn’t discriminate or freak out over the possibility of being turned into a toad. Of course, computers often fail to recognize viruses until it’s too late, so they certainly weren’t infallible. Hopefully, there wasn’t any kind of magic in those animations that could cause a problem. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 34 
 
    Moments after I closed my laptop, someone knocked on the door to my room. I figured it was probably someone for Natalie. 
 
    I opened the door to the smiling face of Mila Zhirinovsky, one of the sophomores I’d met at the special dinner to kick off the new school year in our Ghost Whisperers House. 
 
    Her long dark hair looked as lustrous as ever. She had on shimmering blue lipstick with matching nail polish. It looked really cool, and I loved the teardrop tattoo on her right cheekbone. She was wearing a lacy black top with a denim skirt and UGG boots. The overall effect was one I could never achieve. I could never pull so many different elements together and make them look like something out of a fashion magazine. “Hey, Shade! A bunch of us sophomores are getting together in my room right now; then we’re going over to the get-together at the guys’ house. You wanna join us?” 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about. “The guys’ house?” 
 
    She gave me the same sort of Are you for real? look Natalie often gave me. “Yeah, the get-together at the male Ghost Whisperers House. Apparently, they have one every year. It’s just for sophomores—since it’s our first year living in the specialty houses. The sophomore guys host it to meet the sophomore girls. We’d love to have you join us. I’m right down the hall, Room 25.” 
 
    I answered noncommittally. “Thanks! I appreciate that.” 
 
    Oh, God. I shut the door and wandered into the bathroom to stare at my reflection in the full-length mirror. I guess I had coolness potential, now that my hair had pink and blue streaks and I had tattoos. All right, I’ll go. I changed my clothes to something that showed off the tattoos. I put on a yellow cotton canvas skirt with a black tank top and leather sandals, then wrapped a sweater around my waist for when it got chilly later at night. I rummaged around in the top drawer next to the bathroom sink to find some makeup I’d purchased at the school store. It felt so unlike me, but I went ahead and painted my fingernails pink and put on matching lipstick. One of these days I’d be bold like Mila and try some bolder colors. 
 
    When I got to Mila’s door, I heard something in her room that made me freeze in my tracks and my heart react like a crazed bouncy ball. Conversation. Lots of people. Music. Laughter. 
 
    Damn. I was so out of my element. 
 
    I knocked like a well-trained puppy. I needed to belong. I needed to do this. 
 
    Mila opened the door holding a glass of something purple and bubbly. “Why, hello, Shade!” Turning back to the room, she announced, “Hey, everybody, this is Galactic Shade Griffin! She goes by Shade.” To me, she added, “We’re introducing everyone as they arrive. Come on in. Snacks and drinks over on the desks. Grab some if you want; then go mingle. We’re leaving for the guys’ place in half an hour.” 
 
    Feeling awkward as hell, I made a beeline for the desks. Squeezing my way through the crowd, I offered smiles to those who happened to notice me. 
 
    I was grabbing a paper plate and eyeing a tray of brownies when someone tapped me on the shoulder. It was Aaniya Vaughan, the other sophomore who’d sat near me at the first big dinner in our house. She’d piled her long dark hair up on top of her head and wrapped a glittering silver tie around the base of her bun. It matched the shiny silver top she was wearing with jeans and black boots. “Hey, Shade! How are you doing? It’s good to see you here. I don’t know anybody except Mila and you.” 
 
    That surprised me. “You don’t have a roommate?” 
 
    Aaniya grabbed a bottle of orange soda. “Oh, yeah, I do. But she’d never come to something like this. She mostly keeps to herself and studies…A LOT. I can’t for the life of me figure out what she’s studying all the time.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know, maybe she’s taking extra courses or something. So, how are things? How are you liking this year so far?” She reached for a strand of my hair and rubbed the ends between her fingers. “I love your hair! Where’d you have it done?” 
 
    I felt quite pleased. “I just had a friend do it. It was a lot cheaper that way.” 
 
    Suddenly noticing my arm, she dropped the strand of my hair. “And you have tats! When did you get that done?” 
 
    I laughed. “Same night I had my hair done. I’m a glutton for pain, I guess. It was an idiotic thing to do all at once. I had the hair done, the arm done and the ankle done, all in one night.” 
 
    “Your ankle, too? Let me see.” 
 
    I rotated my leg to show off the ankle bracelet of dolphins and starfish. Aaniya loved it. 
 
    We talked for a while about our classes and I met a few other people who stopped by the desk for snacks. That gave me a whole lot more confidence to face the event at the guys’ house. 
 
    Half an hour later, we headed on over there. 
 
    The Ghost Whisperers House for guys was about the same as ours. Large front entrance room with hallways going off to the side and a massive staircase that led upstairs to the bedrooms. The get-together was in the main dining room that was exactly like ours. Only half the room was filled with tables; the other half had been cleared to create empty floor space where people could mingle and talk. 
 
    At first, I hung out with Mila and Aaniya and a couple of other students we’d met back at Mila’s place. Same as then, we staked out a spot near the food. Talk about comfort food. It felt less awkward being there. It gave us something to do with our hands and allowed us to stuff something in our pie holes when we couldn’t think of anything to say. 
 
    And then he walked into the room… 
 
    I have no idea what first made me notice him, but it made me extremely uncomfortable. I’d only once before reacted to a guy that way and that was Merrik. It made me nervous to be feeling this way again. 
 
    He had medium build and medium height. He had dark black hair and green eyes, and evidence that he’d have a thick beard if he hadn’t just shaved. He had a dimple in his chin and he was wearing tight jeans with a green T-shirt. 
 
    As soon as he struck up conversation, I was all in…whether I really wanted that or not. I guess most of me did. 
 
    It started out simply. He walked up to the food table where I’d been hanging out. He ended up standing right next to me as I was reaching for my second lemon bar. He asked me what I recommended. I told him, “Definitely the lemon bars. I mean, if you like lemon. They’re tart and sweet at the same time. I guess it’s the powdered sugar on top. This is my second. I’ll probably have more.” Embarrassing, I know. When I get nervous, something in my brain snaps. It’s like my mouth normally has a brake, but nerves release it, giving me a bad case of motormouth. At that point, my side of any ensuing conversation rolls downhill real fast. 
 
    He didn’t seem to mind. Not like Natalie who always stared at me like I was an imbecile. He simply said, “Thanks. Don’t mind if I do.” And then reached for a lemon bar. 
 
    We both stood there munching on the tart-sweet bars covered in powdered sugar and talking in between bites. We talked about classes, the same way you’d do in a normal school. Turned out he had the same minor I did: Journalism in a Broken World. He complained about the interviews we’d been assigned to give in the Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds class. He had the same teacher I had, but at a different time. 
 
    He felt the same way I did about a whole lot of things. “Did she ignite fireballs in the palm of her hands for your class? That was the craziest thing!” “Did you guys have ghosts come floating into the classroom when it was the ghost whisperers’ turn to show off their skills? That was some crazy shit.” 
 
    We talked for most of the night. When he asked for my phone number, I gave it to him. 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    Things just got complicated. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 35 
 
    The following week, I got a call from Apple. I was in the middle of homework I really needed to get done, but picked up immediately when I heard the music I’d set for her ringtone: some New Age music with the roll and crash of ocean waves and humpback whales singing off in the distance. 
 
    Apple felt ready to practice swimming in her new selkie seal skin. “I feel really good, Shade. I think I’ve recovered from the surgery and all the procedures they did on me. I feel like my old selkie self. I have this craving to go into the water once again as a seal. There’s a place in the catacombs where selkies go swimming. I thought that might be the best place for me to start out, much safer than diving into the ocean and hoping for the best. Will you go with me? Please?” 
 
    I couldn’t exactly turn that down. It would be great to see Apple getting back to normal after everything she’d been through. “Sure. I’d love to go. When are you thinking of doing this?” 
 
    “Right now.” 
 
    Inwardly, I sighed. I really needed to finish my homework. What I actually said to Apple was, “That sounds perfect. I’m free right now. Where should we meet up?” 
 
    “Do you know where the selkie catacombs are?” 
 
    “I know where the ghost whisperers’ are, plus I know where one of the faerie pools inside the catacombs are.” I shivered. “My roommate and I ended up near one of those one day.” I wanted to tell Apple so badly about what we saw there, but I felt I needed to treat her gingerly, to protect her, until she wasn’t so fragile. The pure-blood faeries hadn’t exactly been kind to her. 
 
    Apple had her own concerns about the faeries. “Why don’t you come over to my place? The selkie catacombs are off by themselves. It’ll be easier if I show you where they are.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’ll be over as soon as I get my stuff together. Should I wear my bathing suit under my clothes, so I don’t have to change?” 
 
    “That’s a good idea. I, however, will be changing over at the catacombs.” Apple laughed. “Get it?” 
 
    It took me a second. “Oh, changing. As in shapeshifting. Good one.” It was awesome that Apple could joke about her renewed life as a selkie. 
 
    Apple laughed again. “See you in a bit.” 
 
    As soon as she hung up, I grabbed my turquoise bathing suit with the crisscross straps in the back and went into the bathroom to change. I decided to put a white denim skirt and black sleeveless T-shirt over it, something easy to get in and out of at the catacomb pool. I found my turquoise-and-white striped beach towel and stuffed it into my yellow beach bag, along with my turquoise flip-flops. Those were all gifts from my mom last Christmas, the first really useful gifts I could ever remember receiving from her. I slipped on socks and sneakers for the long hike to the catacombs. 
 
    When I reached Apple’s house, I got that same depressing feeling I always got over there. It shocked me every single time to see the blatant contrast in living conditions between the selkie living quarters and everyone else’s. Not to mention the extreme difference between the place where the selkies lived and the compound for the pure-blood faeries that oozed with opulence. It would be so good when the canning factory was finally remodeled and Apple could stay there if she liked. 
 
    Apple was waiting for me outside, so at least I didn’t have to go through the dimly lit hallways of her house or face the mean girls living in her suite. That was all extra depressing. 
 
    Apple was in great spirits. She had a nice rosy blush on her cheeks and a sparkle in her eyes. She seemed to be completely recovered from surgery and everything else that had been done to her in the hospital and rehabilitation facility. 
 
    She waved as soon as I came into view. “Shaaaaaade!” Then she took off running to meet me. 
 
    It was really great to see her doing so well, and so happy. For a long time, I didn’t know if she’d ever find her way back to being like that. I wondered if she had any PTSD from everything she’d been through. Maybe not. Maybe getting such an unexpected gift as a second seal skin would be like getting a second chance at life after almost dying. I imagine that would make you so thankful for the second chance, you’d get a large enough surge of endorphins to let go of past trauma. 
 
    Whatever was going on with Apple, it was contagious. I felt happy simply being around her. 
 
    Two friends catching up on all kinds of things, Apple and I chatted the entire way over to the catacombs. She turned around to show me the brown leather bag she’d slung over her shoulder. “My new seal skin’s in here.” She beamed with happiness. 
 
    We bitched about a couple of homework assignments. We talked at length about how excited we were that the newspaper club had been placed in charge of the canning factory once the remodeling was done. 
 
    Apple said she’d come to the next newspaper club meeting. I filled her in on the newspaper articles being written and the online forum being created to help find the missing children on the posters all around town. She said she’d love to be a part of that. 
 
    As if they were advertisements for a horror movie we’d been discussing, four posters of missing children appeared nailed to trees as we rounded a bend in the woods we’d been traveling, right before we reached the catacombs. A four-year-old girl with curly red hair and sparkling green eyes. A black girl around the same age with carefully braided cornrows and the sweetest smile. A three-year-old Asian boy wearing red overalls decorated with cars and trucks. And a newborn baby girl sleeping like an angel in pastel yellow pajamas. These children were all missing, leaving their devastated parents behind. 
 
    Apple and I stopped in our tracks to study the individual pictures. It felt like we were both collecting evidence and paying our respects. 
 
    Apple said exactly what I was thinking: “I sure hope these kids are still alive.” 
 
    I nodded in agreement, but felt a dark mood seep into me, all the way down to my bones. 
 
    Apple walked a short distance, stopping in front of a pile of rocks. “Can you help me move these?” 
 
    “What? The rocks?” That seemed like a huge waste of time. 
 
    Apple reached for a large one at the top of the pile. “Yeah. The entrance to our catacomb is under here.” 
 
    That seemed weird. “Isn’t anyone in there now?” I thought back to how busy the ghost whisperers’ catacomb had been. 
 
    Apple shrugged. “I doubt it. That’s kinda nice, though. When we selkies go swimming in the pools there, it’s usually quiet and peaceful. It gives us a chance to pull our shit together. We experience a lot of trauma in our lives here at Ocean View.” 
 
    That made sense to me. I was glad Apple had a place like that. 
 
    After we removed the rocks, creating a new pile a few yards from the old one, it still wasn’t obvious there was an entryway underneath. Long, flattened grass was covered with the overgrown roots of a nearby tree. They mustn’t have been life-sustaining roots because they’d been ripped from the earth and the tree continued to thrive. 
 
    Apple lifted the roots that were so thick and entangled, they practically formed a rug. After that, she lifted a panel covered with grass sod. “Here we are: the entrance to our catacombs.” Slipping into the opening and dragging her duffel bag after her, she disappeared from view. 
 
    Feeling panicked that I’d be lost in the woods without her, I peeked into the hole. All I could see was a long, winding stone staircase. I shouted into the entryway: “Apple!” My voice echoed back, sounding cold and eerie. Aaaple! Aaaple! Aaaple! 
 
    Thank God, she answered right away. “I’m right here. Just follow the stairs.” A beam of light bounced up the steps. “I have a lantern down here.” 
 
    I assumed there were lanterns hanging from the walls or left on the steps or something like that, for travelers to the catacombs. 
 
    I made my way down the steps very slowly, moving like an old woman. It galled me that the selkies had a shitty entryway to their catacombs, just like everything else thrown their way. The stone steps were worn and uneven, so much so that I nearly tripped over the edge of a deep groove in one of them, which would have sent me plummeting to my death. Wouldn’t that be something? A ghost whisperer smashing her head at the bottom of a stone staircase inside the resting place for selkies. I’m not sure that wouldn’t even count as some kind of sacrilege, either to the ghost whisperer or selkie community, or both. There was no railing. I had to slide my hand down the slippery wet wall next to the stairs to keep what balance I managed to maintain. 
 
    I finally reached the bottom. Apple had gone on a few yards, studying a section in the wall of bones. She was lost in thought, maybe in prayer, I don’t know. 
 
    I walked over and stood beside her. A plaque at the top of the wall of bones and skulls read: 
 
    The Anonymous Ones. We see you and revere the evidence that you were here. 
 
    Apple wiped sheets of tears from under her eyes. Her cheeks were soaked. 
 
    I put an arm around her. She was shaking. 
 
    I studied the wall. There were differently shaped skulls in there. Some were long from front to back with huge incisors. The sockets where the eyes had been now formed scooped-out hollows on either side. 
 
    I pointed to the sign. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “These are the remains of selkies no one’s been able to identify. Some died in seal form; others died in human form. Some passed away after being tortured and killed. Other skeletons were simply found. Sometimes the remains of selkies who die of natural causes in the ocean when no one’s around wash up on shore near Ocean View. Many of them end up here. Others…” 
 
    Apple broke down sobbing. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    I moved my arm from around her waist to place my hand on her shoulder. “You don’t need to apologize!” My own eyes welled up with tears. “What about the others?” 
 
    Apple swiped at her cheeks to wipe away her tears. “Some end up on display in the Biology lab.” 
 
    I felt shocked. “At the college?” 
 
    “Yes! You have no idea what goes on in Biology lab.” 
 
    I thought back to Mr. Mhavryck Taylor, the weird shapeshifter guy who taught Biology class back in Roswell. The memory sent chills down my spine. “Oh, I have no doubt weird stuff can happen there.” 
 
    Nearly under her breath, Apple replied, “You’ll see.” She placed her fingertips on one of the seal skulls. “Well, let’s get out of here and go to one of the pools. I need that right now.” 
 
    That sounded like a perfect idea. 
 
    We walked through winding passageways carved into the underground space. Walls made from bones and skulls lined the path. Every once in a while, we came upon a section of wall where the skulls and bones had been arranged to form mosaics. The most haunting was the wall where the mosaic made from skulls portrayed a seal swimming through an ocean of bones. 
 
    After we walked for half an hour or so, I saw a ghost flit across a path that intersected our own. I stopped in my tracks. I wasn’t sure if this ghost had slipped into our world from the one beyond to ask for my help or if it was simply going about its business in the catacombs. It lived there, after all. We’d stepped inside its habitat. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    Oh, great. It was just me. The ghost had come for me. I just wanted to take a swim in a tranquil pool and help Apple get back to her life as a selkie. I was about to say, “Never mind;” but instead, I answered honestly, “The ghost up ahead. It was on the path diagonal to our own.” 
 
    Apple smiled. “Oh, yeah. I saw her. She likes people. She seems to pop up nine out of ten times when I’m down here. Chances are she’ll follow us into the pool. “Cimarron Kiona Carter. My age when she died. Passed away from natural causes while in her human state. Pneumonia. Poor girl. She died back before antibiotics. She’s surprisingly chipper despite her early demise. I get the impression she was happy in life and has accepted her new reality. C’mon. We should go talk to her.” 
 
    I wanted to say “no.” It was my day off. Talking to ghosts had become my work, something I didn’t feel like doing in my free time. But Apple had started running down the path and, really, I was in the catacombs for her, not me. 
 
    When we reached the intersecting path, Cimarron Kiona was nowhere to be found. Apple seemed disappointed. I said, “Oh, that’s too bad.” Little white lies never hurt anyone, right? 
 
    We continued down the intersecting path. That was apparently the route Apple had meant to take. 
 
    She pointed to a narrow slit up toward the ceiling. “We’re going in there.” 
 
    What the…? Oh, no, I wasn’t doing that. A panic attack snuck up on me like the mist of an evil ghost and started strangling the breath out of me. 
 
    Apple reached into a crevice at the base of the wall of bones next to us and pulled out a long pole with a hook at the end. Reaching up toward the ceiling, she loosened a rope ladder from a narrow stone ledge at the top of the wall. The ladder came swinging down toward us. Apple grabbed one of the rungs. “You want to go first or last?” 
 
    The ladder made things seem a little bit safer—at least more planned out, with evidence that many others had probably already done this. I swallowed hard. I tried to place calming images in my mind to banish the anxiety that was making me dizzy. 
 
    First image that came to mind was a person falling to their death from the top of the ladder. Second image was their family and friends placing their skull and bones in the wall next to us. 
 
    Shade brain fail. Why did I always picture the worst possible scenarios? 
 
    Suddenly, the image of a tranquil pool of turquoise water popped into my head. As I nurtured the image, my breath began to slow down to normal. My head started to clear. “I’ll go first.” That way, I knew Apple would be behind me, not way ahead at a faster pace than I felt able to climb. 
 
    Rope ladders aren’t the most steady. As I grabbed onto a fibrous rung above me and stepped onto one below, the ladder swung sideways. It wasn’t much, but it terrified me to think how much the ladder might sway once Apple started to climb. 
 
    I must have paused to think it over, as I heard Apple sigh. “C’mon, Shade. I really want to go swimming.” 
 
    Thinking about how badly Apple needed this, I pushed myself upward. The ladder did oscillate quite a bit. At one point, I thought I might throw up. I reminded myself: Turquoise water, beautiful turquoise water. 
 
    Finally, I reached the top. 
 
    And I had no idea what to do next. 
 
    I stood on the swaying rope, my hands nervously grasping an itchy, rough rung a few inches below the cave opening. How in the hell was I supposed to maneuver myself into that crack in the wall? There was no possible way. I wished I could calm down because my sweating hands were making me feel like they could slip off the rope at any second. 
 
    Apple yelled from below, “See those metal bars above the cave opening?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I’d noticed them, but it never entered my mind that I might have to use them. 
 
    “OK. Grab the lowest bar, the one closest to you. Use the bars to pull yourself up, so that you can place your feet on the very top rung of the rope ladder, the one your hands are holding onto right now. One hand at a time, keep grabbing the next highest bar and hold on tight while you slip your feet into the cave opening.” 
 
    My head got real swimmy just then, so much so that I thought I might faint. 
 
    I pictured myself refusing to do this. Asking Apple to climb back down the ladder, so that I could do the same. Then both of us hiking all the way back to our houses, Apple feeling depressed and defeated. 
 
    I grabbed that damn metal bar, then the next one and the next one. Stepped onto the highest rung on the rope ladder. Felt the ladder sway. Imagined my head a glass helmet in which tiny colorful fish were swimming madly about. Saw myself faint, smashing my glass skull on the catacomb floor after falling the distance. Erased those images, replacing them with Apple and me swimming peacefully through turquoise water. Held on tight to the metal bar. Climbed the wall with my sneakered feet, which bent my body into a U resting on its side in midair. Before I could think about the precariousness of this, I pushed against the bar, launching myself into the yawning cave. 
 
    It was like thrusting myself into a giant conch shell. The sides and bottom of the cave were so smooth and slippery, I slid right in. 
 
    Turned out I was sitting on the top of a steep slide. I had landed on a shelf about three feet from front to back. At the far edge, the tunnel sloped downward to who knows where. 
 
    I moved forward and Apple came in behind me. “We go down that slide now. It’s fun. And don’t worry, it tapers off at the end. You’ll slow down and stop before we reach the pool.” 
 
    She looked so darn happy. I tried to smile, but I feared it came off like Grimace or even worse, the Joker. Apple didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    I tried to sound upbeat. With my voice cracking after the first word, I shouted, “Heeeere I go!” and sent myself careening down the smooth rock slide. 
 
    As Apple had explained, the incline did indeed smooth out into a straight line at the end. The roof of the cave was quite high there, as we’d entered an actual room. Stalactites dripped from the ceiling like crystal chandeliers. I stood up and walked the rest of the way. By the time, I reached the edge, I was only a foot or so off the ground. I hopped down, feeling rather proud of myself. 
 
    The sight in front of me was stunning, totally worth the difficult way to get there. 
 
    The water here wasn’t turquoise like photos I’d seen of the Caribbean, but it was still beautiful. Although it was deep blue, you could see straight through it to the bottom. The floor of the cave here was pure white. The walls were darker and covered in glossy crystals—green, white, red, golden—like most caves. Something twinkled throughout the space, reminding me of fireflies. 
 
    I stripped my clothes off down to my bathing suit. I wasn’t sure what we’d do next. Somehow, Apple was going to get into her seal skin and practice swimming. I shuddered involuntarily. I was kind of scared of swimming alongside a seal. Would Apple go totally wild in seal form? Would she attack me and drown me? Would she forget who I was? 
 
    I thought back to Apple floating within her tank at the selkie hospital: her fat brown blubbery seal body, her snout and long whiskers. She could kill me in an instant. 
 
    Apple smiled. “Thanks for doing this. I have to admit, I’m a bit scared.” 
 
    I tried to return the smile to make her feel at ease, but it felt more like slapping a Joker mask across the tension pulling my face taut. 
 
    Apple seemed oblivious. “You’re a good friend, Shade. Welp…Here goes nothing.” 
 
    Trust me, what happened next was anything but nothing. I can’t explain it because it happened too fast. I was so incredibly curious about how Apple would step into the seal skin, it never occurred to me that it was part of her, that she could kind of will it to be part of her as instantaneously as Thor could call his hammer. 
 
    One second, Apple was…well, Apple. The next second…actually, faster than a second, more like faster than the blink of an eye, Apple was a seal, leaping through the air into the water. 
 
    Spppplaaaaassssshhh! 
 
    Her enormous body displaced a wave of water that flew up from the pool, soaking me to the core. 
 
    Brrrrrrrrrrr! That water was freaking cold! I was glad I’d removed my clothes and placed them against the wall, so they were still dry. 
 
    I debated about whether or not to dive in. Apple was a seal. Apple was a wild animal. I couldn’t get those thoughts out of my head. I wished I’d asked Apple what her state of mind would be after shifting. I think shifting is the right word here. Maybe her bones didn’t wiggle and crack beneath her skin; but, man, her transformation was so fast, it was basically shape-shifting. 
 
    As I stood there, my arms wrapped around me, my teeth chattering, the seal that was Apple glided gracefully through the clear blue water and poked her head up at the edge of the pool directly in front of me. 
 
    Arrrrr! Arrrrrr! Arrrrr! Uhhhh! Uhhhh! 
 
    She barked like a dog, somewhat squeakily at times. Repeatedly moving her head to the side, she was obviously gesturing for me to get into the water. 
 
    To attack and devour me, as though I were prey… 
 
    My mind always entertains the worst thoughts first. 
 
    Let me rephrase that. To swim with her friend and have some fun, to have a friend along for moral support while she reclaimed her life as a selkie. 
 
    I jumped into the water. I have to admit I first walked a few feet away from Apple before entering the pool, just in case. Just in case she lost her mind and attacked me. I made it look like no big deal. She could think I was just trying to avoid splashing water in her face if she wanted to. That seemed reasonable. 
 
    Turned out I had nothing to fear. I swam around in my human form and Apple swam around in her seal form. At one point, she swam under me and I nearly had a heart attack; but it turned out she just wanted to give me a ride to another section of the pool that branched off to the right quite a distance away. 
 
    It was different in that alcove. The entire area—walls, ceiling and floor—was lit with soft light that seemed to be an intermingling of blue and violet. I had no idea where that effect was coming from. Brilliant white flashes the size of pinpoints flickered along the walls. 
 
    The water was warmer there—not exactly warm, more like cool, but very comfortable. 
 
    We swam for quite a while. Apple dove snout-first into the water and disappeared at times, so I assumed the water was much deeper in this spot. I couldn’t see the bottom. When I tried go as deep as possible, I ran out of breath and had to go back to the surface without even catching a glimpse of the bottom. 
 
    When I turned over on my back at the surface, I discovered it was very easy to float there, as though my body was being buoyed by salt. Mist floated along the ceiling, like clouds along a mountaintop. Light flashed within the fog: mini-lightning with no accompanying thunder. The space, I assumed, was filled with magic. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let my body drift along. There seemed to be a mild current, but I think that was just from Apple swimming and dolphin-diving (seal-diving, to be more accurate) all over the place. She sure seemed happy, totally in her element. 
 
    As I bobbed gently along, I let my mind wander. I visualized the canning factory in its renovated form. I thought about the night of the funeral, the cremating of merpeople bodies, then my arrest the next day. For what felt like the first time in my life, negative thoughts slipped away on their own, as though the liquid world beneath me was pulling them down and absorbing them. My next thought was Apple and her fellow selkies, Delmara and Dylan and other merpeople cocooned away in the remodeled canning factory, safe from the taunt and prejudices of those who despised them simply for being born of the sea. 
 
    And then my mind kind of emptied. I became one with the sensation of water lapping against my skin and buoying me up, so that my face remained in the atmosphere necessary for my survival. I was in that moment half land and half sea creature. Suddenly, I found myself looking forward to the sensory deprivation tanks. If the experience was anything like this, rather than the claustrophobic nightmare I feared, it would be fantastic. 
 
    Then something happened with Apple. I had no idea what had gotten into her. 
 
    She came up underneath me and nudged me with her snout. It was kind of rough, although not so hard as to injure me or anything. She poked me in my back, hard enough to make my side twinge. 
 
    I was about to yell at her, to tell her to stop it, to tell her, “That hurts!” I flipped over, making circular patterns in the water with my hands to stay upright. 
 
    In that moment, Apple shifted. First, she swam away from me as a seal along half of a circular path. She completed the loop back to me as Apple the Human Girl, dragging her seal skin behind her. 
 
    She looked at me, then furtively looked toward the far end of the alcove, then back at me, fear and nervousness etched across her face and enlarging the pupils in her eyes until they were nothing but terror-filled discs. 
 
    I felt my forehead line with furrows. I was about to say, “Apple, what’s wrong?” but she cut me off by placing a hand over my mouth, silencing me. 
 
    Apple leaned so close to my ear, I could feel her breath. “Faeries. Back end of the room. Look…What they’re doing.” 
 
    Oh, my God. Faeries. The pure-bloods beat up Apple every chance they got. If they stole her new seal skin… 
 
    I asked quietly, “Pure-bloods?” 
 
    Staring at the back of the alcove, Apple nodded her head. 
 
    Whatever tranquility I had gained by floating along on top of the cool blue water in this magical section of the catacombs was immediately stripped away, evaporating into the atmosphere of terror generated by the culture of the pure-blood faeries. 
 
    And what the hell were they doing? 
 
    They were too far away for me to make out their faces or clothes. They were more like dark shapes, moving in a line from a side entrance into…what?…a portal? I swear that hadn’t been there before. Now, golden light poured from that portal, an arch-shaped opening in the back wall. Rainbow-colored light shimmered all around the passage where faeries stepped through one at a time. 
 
    However, each of them held one or two children by the hand. Faerie children? What would so many faerie children be doing on a college campus? Was this like a field trip to the catacombs, or a family event to visit deceased relatives? I had no idea. 
 
    Apple wrapped a hand tightly around my arm and pulled. Ouch! She’d squeezed way too tight. It was dangerous to come between a momma bear and her cubs. I assumed coming between a momma faerie and her little ones could be deadly. Apple obviously seemed to think so. 
 
    Apple looked at me with ferocity. “Follow me. Leave your stuff. I’ll have someone get it later. I have to get out of here. I don’t want to leave you behind. Do what you’d do if your house was on fire: get the hell out.” 
 
    She’d leave me behind? Or was that simply motivation for me to get my ass in gear? I didn’t intend to find out. I followed closely behind her, part of me wishing I could grab my clothes, but most of me just wanting to get the hell out of there. I was completely in fight-or-flight mode, simply from the sense of terror Apple was communicating. 
 
    We swam to the middle of the pool…toward the faeries! 
 
    What the hell, Apple? 
 
    I tried to suspend my fears, to trust she knew what she was doing and that she had both our best interests in mind. 
 
    When she slipped under the surface and entered an underwater tunnel, I panicked. I wouldn’t be able to breathe in there. If it was too long a passage, I’d drown. If we stayed underwater too long, I decided I’d turn back at the point where I felt I had just enough air to make it back. What I’d do once I got back to the pool, I had no idea. Maybe wait for the faeries to leave, no matter how long that took. 
 
    Shortly beyond the point where I felt I had to turn around, we came to a spot where the tunnel was intersected by a large pipe resembling a storm sewer. Veering off into that, we were able to swim to the surface. I felt like a goldfish in a pond, vacuuming up food scattered on the surface with my puckering fish lips, as I desperately sucked at the air for oxygen. My chest burned with the need for it. 
 
    As soon as we’d both recovered from oxygen deprivation, Apple led the way out of the metal pipe. We swam until we reached a place where we could stand. Apple paused to fold her seal skin like one might fold a heavy fur coat and drape it over her shoulder. Once we started walking, she allowed herself to speak. “We’re safe now. The faeries can’t come this way. Metal leaches into the water from these pipes, plus they’d be surrounded by metal, which burns their skin like acid.” 
 
    I hadn’t thought of that. That was brilliant reasoning on Apple’s part. 
 
    Now that Apple had relaxed, I had questions—namely, Why had I just followed along blindly in the wake of her terror? I phrased that more diplomatically. “What happened back there, Apple? Why did we have to get out of there so quickly and secretively?” 
 
    Apple looked at me with astonishment. “Didn’t you see what was going on?” 
 
    My reply came out kind of shaky. I felt like I did so many times, that I was a dunce without a clue. “Well, it was a gathering of pure-blood faeries and I know they’ve been cruel to you. I’m guessing a large gathering would amplify the threat. And they had their children with them. I’m guessing they’d be protective—you know, like a mother bear with her cubs.” 
 
    Apple let out a sigh and shook her head. 
 
    I pictured myself wearing a dunce cap, sitting off in a corner somewhere, completely clueless. 
 
    Apple stopped walking. “Their children? You think those were their children?” 
 
    I didn’t reply, choosing instead to let her explain whatever she was getting at. 
 
    Apple resumed walking. She looked straight ahead, rather than at me. “There are an awful lot of children missing here on the island lately. You think there’s no connection?” 
 
    I thought she was being rather harsh and paranoid. Her hatred of the pure-blood faeries was becoming equivalent to their hatred of her and her kind. I simply shrugged my shoulders. 
 
    We walked the rest of the way back home in silence. When we reached Apple’s house, I gave her a hug. 
 
    She barely returned the hug. “I’ll have someone get your stuff to you either tonight or tomorrow. Thanks for swimming with me.” She waved goodbye before disappearing through the front door of her dilapidated house, her brand new seal body still draped over her shoulder. 
 
    And that was it. 
 
    I trudged back to my house, feeling half naked in my bathing suit, my bare feet bloody and raw. I tried to ignore all the stares. 
 
    Sometimes, I seriously hated Ocean View, which was something I never thought I’d say. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 36 
 
    On the evening of October 24th, the breeze blowing in from the ocean shook the thinner skeletal branches of the tree outside my window as I got ready to publish the Ocean View Forum at midnight. The forum name bothered me no end, it was so boringly plain. On the other hand, the bewitched artwork that Inari had created was stunning—especially the animated version which I’d be using—and my first post about the missing kids was rather disturbing. Maybe a plain forum name was for the best. It was grounded, something simple in a horrifyingly complex world. 
 
    First, I downloaded the artwork into the computerized format. The way it suddenly came alive made my heart skip a beat. Along the top, the forest of pine trees moved with the wind. They reminded me of Tolkien’s Ents. They seemed to be doing ballet: stretching their arms and bending, straightening up, then bending once more with outstretched arms. Bats flew among the branches and up into the sky where a silver moon cast an eerie light. 
 
    Periodically, pumpkins tumbled down the page, along with their curly tendrils. 
 
    And at the bottom of the page, shadowy figures made their way through a turbulent gray mist. 
 
    I realized I had a lot to compete with for people’s attention. All I had were words. No doubt, when people first checked into the forum, they’d take time studying Inari’s artwork and contemplating the things it made them feel. Hopefully, they wouldn’t exit the forum at that point, too overwhelmed to look at more we had to offer. 
 
    Unfortunately, what we had to offer was more haunting than Halloween. 
 
    MISSING KIDS. That was the title of my first post. All caps because I wanted to draw student’s eyes from the artwork surrounding the page into the forum itself. I wanted them to notice and enjoy the artwork, but then to focus on the posts. 
 
    As I got ready to add the information about the missing kids, Natalie came over to my side of the room. “Newspaper’s ready. Want to see your articles?” 
 
    I’d worked hard on those. I saved my progress on the forum, then jumped up from my seat. “Sure. I’d love to.” 
 
    The newspaper was online only, no paper version. 
 
    Natalie invited me to sit at her desk. She stood to the side and double-clicked to bring up the document. 
 
    It was all there on the first page. All the horrors of the canning factory. All the photos I’d taken of the merfolk fins on the conveyer belt and the merpeople bodies strung up in the basement. It was a long article. I’d found merfolk who could identify ten of those who had been slaughtered. Five had old family photos of what they’d looked like when they were alive. I’d written a section on all ten and included photos where I had them. The title of the article was blunt: Ocean View’s Dark History. 
 
    I had the front-page lead article. My byline rested below the title. Galactic Shade Griffin. That felt awesome, I have to admit. This was an in-depth piece of journalism, exposing the sordid underbelly of a major magical institution. It felt like an important work. It made me incredibly proud and then two seconds later, my stomach twisted itself into knots as I realized the repercussion from an exposé like that could be so severe, I might get kicked out of school. 
 
    Since Natalie was being so friendly and so open to publishing my controversial work, I turned to ask her something I couldn’t figure out on my own. “Natalie, I have a question.” 
 
    She’d been looking over my shoulder at the article, smiling and twirling strands of her hair around her finger. “Yeah?” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “How is it that you’re OK with publishing an article like this, complete with photos, but it’s not OK for me to mention any of this directly to the administration?” 
 
    Natalie laughed. She leaned back against her desk. “Politics. It’s that simple: politics. When you come from an old magical family like mine, it’s basically part of your DNA. In person, you simply don’t confront the administration. You have to work them slowly toward progress, tricking them into things, making them think that innovations are their idea.” 
 
    I pointed to the screen. “Yeah, but this article is hardly that.” 
 
    Natalie sighed. “Journalism is its own thing. The Ocean View administration lets us say whatever we want in our newspaper. It makes them look open-minded and modern. They can deny any part of the articles they don’t like or roll their eyes and say, ‘Student journalists. They have no idea what they’re talking about.’” 
 
    I felt anger tightening my chest and crawling up my neck like fire, inflaming my cheeks. “What good are these articles then?” I felt really mad. 
 
    “They do a lot of good. A lot of other people will take them to heart and advocate for change. The administration eventually responds to that, especially when it comes from certain people with money.” 
 
    I felt my anger subside, the fire in my cheeks eventually begin to extinguish itself. “Oh. Like your aunt?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Natalie turned back to the computer and clicked a few times with the mouse. “Here’s your other article.” 
 
    It was a shorter article about the incident in the catacomb where bullies had beat up a couple of merfolk for daring to swim in their pool. The title was simply: Bullies Beat Up Merfolk Couple. Natalie had asked me to write the article, but nixed the idea of including photos of the bullies. She’d said, “We really don’t need a lawsuit that could shut down our newspaper this early in the school year.” At the time I’d been pissed, but I decided that my other front-page article made a powerful enough statement about the power structure at Ocean View, at least for now. 
 
    I stood up from Natalie’s chair, “Thanks so much for showing me the articles. It’s exciting. I’m working on the forum now. It’ll be up at midnight.” 
 
    Natalie plunked herself down in front of the computer. “Great. I’ll check it out soon as it goes up.” Turning around, she added, “The newspaper will include several more articles and lots more photos from our club’s trip to the canning factory. This edition should create quite a stir.” 
 
    I pictured me and other club members being stirred in a huge pot of stew over an open flame, like in the old cartoons. A shiver ran up my spine. 
 
    Back at my own computer, I downloaded the post I’d written for the MISSING KIDS section: 
 
    Have you noticed the Missing Kids posters all over campus? They seem to be everywhere. Have you looked at them closely? They’re not for the same kids. There are a lot of missing kids on the island. If you have any information, any information at all, please comment here or private message me or any of the other forum administrators. You can private message us by clicking on the Administrators tab at the top of the forum and then clicking on any of our names. 
 
    Also, we’ve been notified that some families on the island whose kids were missing but have now returned home are struggling with an incredibly difficult situation. Those kids now have extreme behavioral problems and drastically altered appearance. Something terrible must have happened to them while they were away. Perhaps they were used in medical experiments. Again, if you have any information about this, please comment here or private message me or any of the other forum administrators. 
 
    Although I used my real name on the forum, people who signed up were free to use pseudonyms if they’d like. 
 
    Next, I downloaded Introduction to the Ocean View Forum into a slot for that post. It included instructions on how to use the site, as well as rules for appropriate behavior. 
 
    I finished an hour before midnight. I was so wound up and nervous, I thought I’d never get through the next sixty minutes before the newspaper and forum went live. 
 
    I decided to fill the time by getting caught up on homework and started reading through the interviews I’d conducted for my Journalism class, Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds. The interviews were due by the end of the month, only five days away. I set an alarm on my cell phone for 11:55, so that I didn’t have to keep checking the time. When I finished, I sat at my desk and thought about the things I’d just read. The questions had seemed so simple when Dr. O’Keeffe had first assigned them; but, comparing the answers everyone provided, I realized I’d learned a lot. Everyone’s life experiences—and for the magical people, everyone’s experiences with magic—were so different, it gave me real insight into their very different cultures and families. I guess that was the point of the assignment. 
 
    Rrrrrrrring! Rrrrrrrring! Rrrrrrrring! 
 
    Gah! I’d forgotten I’d set the loud, nasty alarm—rather than music, which would have been just fine. I wasn’t asleep; I only needed notification that it was minutes away from midnight when I needed to publish the forum. 
 
    Natalie shouted from the other side of the room. “How about we count down from sixty when we have one minute left and then publish the newspaper and forum at the exact same time?” 
 
    That sounded great to me. 
 
    My whole body felt tense during those final seconds. I was terrified I’d somehow hit a Delete option, obliterating the entire forum design. 
 
    Ten! Nine! Eight! Seven! Six! Five! Four! Three! Two! One! 
 
    And there it was. The Ocean View Forum with its mystical artwork and intense first post. 
 
    Natalie walked over to my side of the room with a bottle of champagne in one hand and two long-stemmed glasses clinking together in the other. “Want to celebrate?” 
 
    I was about to say, “Yeah, I sure would,” when my computer started pinging, alerting me that replies were coming into the forum. 
 
    Natalie looked over at my computer, then handed me a glass. “First things first. We should allow ourselves at least one moment of celebration before diving into more work.” 
 
    Work? I don’t know about that. I loved setting up forums and doing investigative journalism so much, I couldn’t wait to get back to it. In that sense, it didn’t really feel like work. But I thought I should spend some time bonding with Natalie and it couldn’t hurt to allow myself a few moments to celebrate another success. I suddenly realized I’d been having a string of successes since high school. They were kind of like charms on a bracelet—not a ton of them, but enough for me to see a pattern. I wondered how it felt to be a person who had that type of experience from birth onward. You know, someone without a crazy name like Galactic Shade Griffin. I guess I’d never know, but I sure would like to continue the new pattern that had started unfolding for me. 
 
    Wrapping my hand around the slender stem of the glass, I held it out in front of me while Natalie filled it with pink bubbly champagne. Setting the bottle down on my desk, she clinked her glass against mine. “To the successful launch of this year’s Ocean View newspaper and a brand new forum. May light rather than darkness follow in its wake.” 
 
    I cocked my head and wrinkled my nose. “Is that from somewhere?” 
 
    Natalie took a long gulp, then another and another until she’d emptied her glass. “France. My aunt brought this bottle with her back from France. It’s expensive—a few hundred dollars per bottle. It was her Christmas gift to me last year. I was saving it for a special occasion, and this is it. This newspaper edition is filled with some of the hardest-hitting news stories I’ve ever published.” She grabbed the bottle off the desk and refilled her glass. Raising it up in the air as though making another toast, she smiled at me. “And the new forum you designed has some very real potential to make a difference here on campus and, who knows, maybe in the larger magical world.” 
 
    I’d meant is that line, “May light rather than darkness follow in its wake,” from somewhere, not the champagne; but Natalie was being so generous and complimentary, I didn’t want to correct her misunderstanding. 
 
    And, holy crap, a few hundred dollars a bottle? I could think of a whole lot of things I could have bought with that money. Since it wasn’t in my power to choose, however, I gulped down the liquid money that tasted like strawberries and smoke. I savored the taste. “That is really good.” 
 
    Natalie poured me another glassful. 
 
    Itching to get back to the computer, I suggested we see how things were going on the forum. 
 
    Natalie said, “Yeah. I guess we oughta moderate it. We’re bound to get trolls.” 
 
    The image of a huge ugly troll from fantasy lore popped into my head. God, I hoped those weren’t real. Then I realized how destructive online trolls could be to our new venture. 
 
    Natalie grabbed the bottle of champagne off my desk. “You want me to fill your glass up to the top before I go back to my computer?” 
 
    “Sure!” I took a few sips first, then lifted my glass to Natalie. 
 
    She filled it so high, I had to be careful not to spill the bubbly as I set the glass down next to me. 
 
    One more sip, then back to work. I cheated. I took two sips. 
 
    There wasn’t enough alcohol in the world for what happened next. 
 
    First, there was happiness, elation even. 
 
    There were fifteen more posts on the forum. Fifteen. And it had only been half an hour since I’d published the forum! I shouted the news over to Natalie. 
 
    She replied, “Nice!” and started tapping keys. “Let me check it out…” 
 
    Two seconds later, she started reading the titles of the posts out loud: 
 
      
 
    This is my first year at Ocean View. I’m shy. How do you meet people here? 
 
    Newspaper club members: Let’s chat. 
 
    Faeries vs. students from the sea: How is this even a thing in this day and age? 
 
    Eating disorders: Anyone else suffering with this? 
 
    Calling all students struggling with anxiety and depression. 
 
    A weird thing happened to me. 
 
    Beach party! 
 
    Who are your favorite teachers? 
 
    I have to interview seven people. Calling for volunteers. 
 
    Seniors: what are your plans after graduation? 
 
    Anyone want to start a book club? 
 
    Scuba diving and snorkeling. 
 
    How do you change rooms if you don’t get along with your roommate? 
 
    Witches: when do you get to take your first class on spells? 
 
    Are all the buildings on campus haunted? 
 
      
 
    Natalie ended by saying, “Wow! Nice start! Are you going to read through the posts?” 
 
    “Of course.” Another sip of champagne and I dove in. 
 
    And this is where there wasn’t enough alcohol in the world to get me through it. 
 
    I checked to see if there were comments to my own post. There were. There was a wide assortment, actually. Some by students from the local area saying they had missing siblings, all little kids in their families. Other comments were supportive replies about how terrible the situation was. A few people blamed the faeries for kidnapping the missing kids and my heart went wild, thinking maybe that explained what the faeries had been doing in the catacombs. But then a few more blamed the merpeople for having snuck up on land to kidnap them, drag them back into the ocean and drown them. No one had any proof; this was just the old prejudices rearing their ugly heads. 
 
    Father down in the thread, hidden from immediate view like rattlesnakes in a shadowy cave, were threats. Actual threats. Against me. Because I had asked for help in finding missing kids and figuring out why those who’d returned home were sick? 
 
    I started to shake. 
 
    The individual life events that had caused me to suffer from PTSD in the past came tumbling down like rocks in a landslide. I found it hard to breathe. Searing pain shot through my forehead. There was an earthquake and I was at the epicenter. 
 
    I took another sip of champagne. 
 
    Brushing the hair out of my eyes, I focused on the rattlesnake comments: 
 
      
 
    #1: You better back off, Little Miss Shade. You have no idea what or who you’re messing with. 
 
    #2: You like to walk down by the ocean, don’t you? You better think twice next time if you’re going to publish unfounded stories like this. 
 
    #3: You’re not a journalist. You’re just a student trying to stir up trouble on campus and scare students from going about their normal activities. Maybe those kids ran away from home. Did you ever think about that? 
 
      
 
    The fourth comment was my forum avatar, which was an actual photograph of me, with a gun to my head. 
 
    The fifth comment was a joke. One in really bad taste about kids getting sick from eating too much candy. 
 
    Natalie had been reading the same thing. “Holy shit.” 
 
    I searched through my memories like a crazy person cleaning house to remind myself that I’d encountered people like this before. Along with Brandon and Gabriella and a bunch of my friends, I’d gone up against an entire ring of sex traffickers. We’d rescued Annie and other missing girls, even Misty who’d been taken all the way to Europe. 
 
    I could deal with this. I could handle it. 
 
    Natalie and I decided we’d leave the comments up for twenty-four hours, to see if it brought any more trolls…and clues…out of the woodwork. Then we’d delete them, so as not to encourage that kind of behavior in the forum. 
 
    Those twenty-four hours were going to stretch out like taffy, teaching me something about the relative nature of time. 
 
    I took another swig of champagne. Strawberries and smoke: this I could definitely handle. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 37 
 
    Two days before Halloween, I handed in my completed interviews for Journalism class. I felt proud of myself for getting them finished way early. Dr. O’Keeffe smiled at me as she took the pile of papers I’d printed out. “Thanks, Shade. You’re the first to complete the assignment.” Light danced in her eyes and glinted off the crystal snakes wrapped around her ears. She looked really cool, as usual. 
 
    Now that my interview assignment was out of the way and I was keeping up with my other homework, I could concentrate on Halloween and the forum. The forum had become a pain in the ass. I had to monitor it constantly, in order to make sure no weird comments stayed up too long. When Natalie volunteered to help me monitor, I immediately accepted her offer. 
 
    Natalie also invited me to a Halloween party in the catacombs. She told me to invite friends. I asked Annie and my suitemates from freshman year. Annie said she couldn’t make it. She apologized, but said a couple of freshman empaths had invited her to a party in their dorm and she felt she should go. I agreed with her. I definitely thought she should take them up on their invitation. Making friends during freshman year saved my life at Ocean View. All my suitemates from last year agreed to go to the catacomb party, so I was totally psyched about that. I thought Halloween would never get here. 
 
    When it finally arrived, the day swept in on wings of magic. Spells were cast to make the sky especially dark throughout the entire day and night, starlight twinkling now and again like fireflies. Balls of fire floated throughout campus, substituting for lampposts. Enchanted pumpkins smiled or grimaced as we walked past them. I nearly jumped out of my skin the first time one spoke to me. “Good evening. Will you trick or will you treat?” Scared not to answer, I replied, “Trick.” The pumpkin scrunched up its face and grumbled, “Wrong answer.” OK, then. 
 
    We’d all agreed to meet at Dakota’s place. I’m not sure why, but I suspect it’s because she’s a witch. Old prejudices die hard. Most of us were raised in non-magical families or in magical families where parents made their kids hide their abilities from the outside world. To the world at large, witches are considered evil, spooky characters that embody the essence of Halloween. 
 
    So, I headed off to the Witches House. I decided on the dirt path through the woods. I loved the smell of the pine and sequoia trees, the sounds of tiny animals skittering through the underbrush and birds singing in the trees. My mood was darkened by the posters still nailed to the trees, asking for help in finding missing children. It didn’t rain much on the island, so the posters were still intact. However, there were signs of damage. It looked like a woodpecker had attacked the face of five-year-old Ayako. Half her smile had holes in it and her shiny black hair was pockmarked. The pretty pink eyeglass frames of three-year-old Eloise had accumulated brown dust. And the corners of seven-year-old Sebastian’s poster were tattered. I vowed once again to do all I possibly could to help find the missing kids. 
 
    I felt better as soon as I saw the Witches House. I loved the triangular sections that rose to a point, the shingled roof and the old-fashioned lattice windows. 
 
    I followed the stone path up to the pitch-black door. I waited. The ghostly face of a woman popped through the door. “Who are you, my dear?” 
 
    I answered, “Galactic Shade Griffin. Here to see Dakota Dunn.” 
 
    Locks were released one by one. Click. Click. Click. Click. Then the door swung open with a creaky whine. Rrrrrrrrrrr. The front entrance looked creepy and magnificent. Maybe our intuition had paid off. The witches had cast some magnificent spells here in their front entrance. Bats flew overhead, looking so real, I dreaded the idea of them swooping low and catching in my hair. Jack-o’-lanterns lined the hallway not on the floor, but floating in the air. Like those on campus, they made faces and comments as I walked by. Flames flickering inside them distorted their features. One actually said, “I smell a ghost whisperer.” How was that even possible? That spell totally creeped me out. 
 
    The witches’ face said, “You may go right up to Dakota’s room.” 
 
    I walked as quickly as I could, not wanting to linger any longer than necessary with the creepy, intrusive pumpkins. 
 
    I was the last of our group to arrive. Everyone looked great. Halloween was a bit confusing for me at Ocean View. I wasn’t sure how to dress. I’d learned through working on the forum that it wasn’t cool to use stereotyped representations of magical creatures in the artwork. No evil witches with warts and long noses. No pretty over-sexualized faeries. (I could totally go along with faeries that had warts and long noses, but an illustration like that would no doubt result in harsh punishment from the faerie community.) However, it turns out there were different rules for Halloween costumes. It was perfectly acceptable to wear stereotyped outfits, as long as you weren’t dressed like your own magical group. That meant witches couldn’t dress like stereotyped witches and faeries couldn’t dress like stereotyped faeries; but all that kind of thing was fair game for everyone outside of their own group. But only for costumes, not for artwork or anything else. 
 
    Societal rules are weird, but survival means learning and adhering to them. It’s even true within the animal kingdom. Ignore them and you risk death or banishment. Just ask a beta male that attempted alpha male behavior. Instant death, no questions asked. 
 
    We decided as a group to try the dress-like-an-alternative-magical-creature thing. I chose mermaid. Trinity streaked my hair the night before Halloween with a full rainbow assortment of colors. I asked if she knew what I could use to paint my skin green, but Trinity was horrified that I’d even suggest that. “That’s going too far, Shade. Don’t. Just don’t.” When I asked why, Trinity said, “That’s how land creatures portrayed merpeople for a long time: with green skin. They said the color of their skin made them more like frogs or rotten fish than people. You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no.” 
 
    Trinity suggested using sparkle makeup instead, the kind that can be used every day just to brighten up your overall look. That worked great. I had rainbow-colored hair and shimmering skin. I added turquoise eye shadow, a hint of pink blush and glossy pink lipstick. My costume was a sequined leotard and tights with a matching tail that fitted around my waist and trailed out behind me like the train of a wedding dress. Apple approved, which made me feel confident that I hadn’t broken any norms within the ocean community. The last thing I wanted to do was offend them. 
 
    Apple had thrown off her selkie identity and dressed as a witch. Interesting that she chose a land creature costume, while I chose to dress like one from the sea. I guess that’s what Halloween’s all about: pretending to be someone you could never be. She’d gone all stereotype, too: green skin, wart on her nose, long black dress, black pointy hat and she was carrying a broom. I wondered about the green skin. I figured that was OK with the witch community because it wasn’t part of an orchestrated campaign that held them back in the magical community. Not many people mess with the witches. After the faeries, they were probably the next most powerful group. 
 
    Dakota who was a witch in real life had dressed as a faerie. She had on a white robe that glowed in the dark and, talk about sparkle makeup, she shimmered from head to toe. 
 
    I thought at first Maeve who was an actual faerie had decided not to wear a costume. However, it turned out she’d dressed as a ghost whisperer. She had on jeans, a black turtleneck sweater, white sneakers and a necklace of plastic jack-o’-lanterns. Damn. So plain Jane. So me. Turns out she had a cardboard ghost attached to a stick. That’s the only way anyone would know she was in costume. Same for me in real life, I guess. No one would know I had special abilities unless a ghost led me to them. Otherwise, I was just a plain Jane with a weird name. 
 
    I tried to be enthusiastic when Maeve asked if I liked her costume. I got the impression she’d created it to make me feel included in the identity swaps. I guessed that was an honor. Someone had recognized the ghost whisperers as an integral part of the magical community. 
 
    Li Zhang, the other faerie in our group, had dressed as a shapeshifter. She had two heads: one her actual head, the other that of a wolf. Her costume was half regular clothes and half wolf costume. 
 
    Instead of her shapeshifter self, Trinity Carr had dressed as a regular person, in particular a hairdresser and makeup artist. She had so many relevant supplies, it was probably easy for her to put that outfit together. 
 
    Summer Rain, the other shapeshifter in our group, was wearing a seal costume, turning herself into a selkie. Apple seemed delighted that Summer had done that. 
 
    We hung out for a bit, then headed off to the party. Natalie had said she’d meet me in front of the ghost whisperers’ catacomb. I’d asked if I was allowed to bring my friends who were from other magical groups. Natalie had said, “Sure. But only on Halloween. It’s frowned upon outside of that. People pay respects to their dead in the catacombs. They don’t want intruders in what they consider their sacred space.” 
 
    We traveled through the forest of sequoia trees, walking on paths made soft by their fallen needles. Super-excited about Halloween and the party, we chatted nonstop, catching up on things. 
 
    We found Natalie leaning against the thick trunk of the tree that led to the ghost whisperers’ catacombs. Like Trinity, she’d decided to dress as a non-magical human. She’d picked astronaut. Wearing a blue NASA flight suit, she clutched a helmet in her arms. I wondered if the reason she’d gone non-magical is because her family was the opposite. Maybe you got tired of the magical, the same way everyone else got tired of the ordinary. 
 
    Stepping away from the tree when she saw us, Natalie waved with a broad sweep of her arm. “Hey, guys! Over here!” 
 
    As soon as we caught up with her, she led the way underground on the ladder. Lights were already flickering below. When we reached the floor, I discovered the catacombs had been transformed for Halloween. Charmed jack-o’-lanterns lined the sides of the vestibule. They had faces that morphed. Flickering flames within their hollowed-out bellies caused light and shadow to dance across their changing visages, adding a creepiness factor. Balls of orange and yellow fire hung right below the ceiling. 
 
    A few ghosts flew by. One made spooky sounds, I assumed either to entertain us or to mock us for representing ghosts like that in our movies and TV shows. 
 
    When we reached the booth set into the wall of iron bars, Natalie showed her I.D. to a middle-aged woman dressed like a devil. She had on a red suit with horns placed prominently on her head. I noticed a pitchfork leaning against the wall behind her. A devil down below the Earth’s surface surrounded by the bones of the dead and their animated ghosts was perfect. 
 
    Natalie waved an arm toward the rest of us. “These are my friends. They’re my guests for the night.” 
 
    After inspecting her I.D., the woman smiled. “Have fun.” 
 
    Natalie led the way through a labyrinth of winding pathways, deeper into the catacomb where stacks of bones and skulls formed walls on either side of us. Fire burned in the torches, causing light and shadow to dance upon the calcified remains. Every so often, the dark empty eye sockets of a skull appeared to wink. 
 
    Unlike the first time I’d passed through this area with Natalie, there were a lot of ghosts flitting about. None stopped to talk to us. They seemed busy with places to go and things to see, or something. I guessed this was their special night. 
 
    When we reached the spot where we’d previously climbed through an opening to get to the room with the pool and the glowing blue light, Natalie kept on going. A few yards farther on, she stopped in front of a wooden door attached to the cave wall by thick black hinges. As soon as she opened it, I realized it was incredibly soundproof. Outside of it, there was nothing but quiet. As soon as it opened, however, loud music and a hubbub of conversation spilled out into the hallway. 
 
    The ghost of a woman passing by swirled around Natalie. “Shhhh…People are sleeping here.” Bursting into laughter, she swam through the air like a fish swimming through invisible water. 
 
    Natalie rolled her eyes. “Kadia. She does that every year. I guess she thinks it’s still funny. First time, yes. Second and third times, sure. Twentieth time, not so much.” 
 
    I turned to Natalie. “Wait. Twentieth time? How is that possible? You’re only a sophomore.” 
 
    Natalie laughed. “Yeah, but I’ve been coming here with my family since I was a kid.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    The base in the music was drumming out a steady dance beat, rocking the walls. Some students were dancing. Others had gathered around a long table filled with food and drinks. Ghosts floated throughout the room and mingled in groups of the living. 
 
    Natalie leaned over, so I could hear her over the din in the room. “These parties are more like Day of the Dead than Halloween. Our ghosts take part in the celebrations in the catacombs. Every magical group throws these types of parties this time of year.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I was a ghost whisperer, after all. I kind of liked taking a break from the spirit world when I was partying. On the other hand, I realized this could be different. These ghosts were partying, not asking for help. 
 
    We stood around for a while, taking in the room, trying to process what was happening. Finally, Natalie said, “I’m going to check out the food table. Go mingle. Dance. Get some food. Have fun.” 
 
    We’d all turned into sticks in the mud, rooted to one spot, hesitant to venture forward. 
 
    I decided to start with food. Not only would that focus my concentration, but eating was the perfect excuse for not talking. Also, it gave you something to do with your hands. 
 
    Our entire group had the same idea, apparently. We all wandered over to the food table. 
 
    It was magnificent. There were cakes with many layers, slathered in orange frosting and decorated with spiderwebs that looked real. Pumpkin pies, cheesecakes and cookies. My favorite cookies were chunky black sugar ones shaped like spiders and good ol’ chocolate chips. There was a pan of sloppy joe mix next to a plate piled high with hamburger buns. There were fruit trays and cheese platters and Jell-O molds shaped and dyed like bloody brains. There were also platters and bowls of the holographic ghost food I’d first discovered at the dinner for ghosts and students at our Ghost Whisperers House. 
 
    At the far end of the table, I discovered a row of punch bowls, each containing a uniquely colored concoction. Several had mist coiling up from the surface and floating off into the room. They were labeled with tiny folded cardboard cards in front of them, but I had no idea what the labels meant. Witch for the Non-Witchy. Faerie in Your Head for Non-Fae. Mermaid Dream for Landlubbers. A crystal bowl filled with pink bubbly liquid had a pink cardboard sign in front of it with a label written in all caps: FOR REAL GHOSTS ONLY. I figured that was the same kind of drink the ghosts at our special house dinner at the beginning of the school year had been enjoying. 
 
    Seeing Natalie making a sloppy joe, I walked over and asked her what the signs in front of the drinks meant. 
 
    She stopped what she was doing. “The signs pretty much mean what they say. Here in the catacombs on Halloween night, not only do we get to dress like a different kind of creature, we also get to feel like one, to experience what it’s like inside their skin.” 
 
    That seemed odd coming from someone dressed like an astronaut. There wasn’t any Feel Like An Astronaut…or even any Feel Like an Ordinary Human Being…kind of punch on the table. It seemed to me that Natalie wanted to be fully human for the night, but she’d only gotten as far as the costume. 
 
    Natalie continued, “You won’t find any punch that lets people feel like a ghost whisperer because everyone gets to be a ghost whisperer tonight. The ghosts are all around us and, trust me, most of them are quite chatty. Everyone’s going to hear them. Also, you probably noticed there isn’t any Pure Spirits or Super Spirit drinks.” (I hadn’t actually noticed that, but I didn’t bother to admit it.) “That’s because no one wants anyone to tune out ghosts tonight. Halloween is all about ghosts and things that go bump in the night.” 
 
    I asked Natalie what she recommended. She said, “Whatever you want to feel like tonight. Oh, and if you just want to feel like yourself, which is kind of boring if you ask me, there’s plain ol’ fruit punch over on the other end of the table.” And with that, she went back to making her sloppy joe. 
 
    Insecurity reared its ugly head. I took her comments personally. Not that she meant it’s boring to remain one’s self on Halloween when there were so many other options, but that it’s boring to remain me. Me, personally. Boring Shade next to well-dressed, attractive Natalie. Or next to all the other exotic creatures filling the room. 
 
    That’s probably what prompted me to grab a silver goblet from a stack and pour Faerie in Your Head for Non-Fae right up to the rim. I took a few sips, probably hoping somewhere in the back of my insecurity-addled brain that I’d get a boost of faerie power. Oooof. That did not feel right. I quickly stuffed my mouth with some of the things I’d collected on my plate, a porcelain plate rimmed in webs and holographic spiders that crawled endlessly around it. The food didn’t help. This, apparently, was not a drunken moment. It was more like an I am a Faerie moment. After my head went swimmy for a minute or two that felt like eternity, my brain went crystal clear. I suddenly found myself looking out into the room through a new set of eyes, or a new brain or something. 
 
    I felt I’d been hanging around with Apple a little too much lately. Swiveling around to take a good look at my mermaid tail, I realized it didn’t look nearly as pretty as I’d thought it did. Why hadn’t I chosen to be something a little more attractive, like a witch or a faerie or some impressive human? Maybe not an astronaut like Natalie or a hairdresser and makeup person like Trinity, however. Ugh. What was up with Natalie’s jumpsuit, anyway? It was so freaking ugly and plain. And that helmet: it looked like she was carrying around a fishbowl. I half expected to see guppies swimming around behind the visor. And Trinity, why the heck did she basically dress up like herself? Couldn’t she be the least bit original? 
 
    I had clarity of vision, finally. I usually hung around with a lot of losers. I really needed to up my game. 
 
    Li and Maeve were faeries. I hadn’t spent much time with them this school year. Maybe I needed to remedy that. I suddenly felt the need to get to know them better. But was that really the best way to go? Maeve had dressed up like a ghost whisperer, something I got to be every single day. And she’d decided to illustrate that by carrying around a stupid picture of a ghost attached to a stick. Lame. And Li was wearing a rather simplistic representation of a shapeshifter. 
 
    Give me something better. Someone smarter, more attractive. Someone with their act together. 
 
    I sauntered around the room, surveying the crowd, studying individuals. I sipped from my silver goblet as I did so. The more I drank, the clearer my vision became. I suspected that Faerie in Your Head for Non-Fae was a kind of health potion, maybe laced with herbs and vitamins. I seriously needed to order a case of it, especially for those long nights when I had to work on school projects and my brain went numb from exhaustion. 
 
    I noticed my tail got some appreciative glances from guys, so I used it to my advantage. Maybe I’d only gone from being lowly Galactic Shade Griffin to lowly mermaid, but I’d use whatever I had to my advantage. I swung my hips from side to side ever so slightly, just enough to make my sparkly tail quiver as it swished along with my movement. Every so often, I swept my hand under my hair at the base of my neck and threw it over my shoulders, a gesture meant to emphasize the rainbow-streaked sheen that Trinity had given my long, luxurious locks. 
 
    It all paid off. While I was standing at the refreshment table, ladling a second helping of Faerie in Your Head for Non-Fae into my goblet and wondering why there were piles of shot glasses next to the goblets, a guy straight out of GQ magazine or the big screen or, let’s face it, Heaven, walked up to me. His dark brown hair was swept back, making his penetrating blue eyes even more…penetrating. He seemed keenly interested in me. His costume was that of a faerie. I wasn’t sure how he’d achieved such a realistic look. His skin had that special glow that faeries have: illumination that comes from beneath the skin or permeates the skin itself, the complete opposite of faces that are made luminous by the application of makeup. He was wearing tight jeans with a white dress shirt, playing the role of a gorgeous faerie whose very presence spoke for itself. If I hadn’t known that students dress up like creatures other than the type they really are for Halloween parties at Ocean View, I’d swear this guy was a faerie. 
 
    Two could play that game. I was feeling very fae. I was more than happy to throw the dice and take my chances flirting with a fellow fae impostor. I crossed my fingers I had enough charisma for the role play. 
 
    He spoke first. “How’s the…” He bent down to look at the sign in front of the punch bowl from which I’d been scooping nectar of the gods. “…Faerie in Your Head for Non-Fae?” 
 
    I decided to be nonchalant about it. “Pretty good. Tastes like a combination of coconut, peaches and something else…maybe vanilla and cinnamon.” 
 
    He smiled at me. Oh, my God. He had gorgeous teeth and a dimple in his chin. “I’m Scott. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Galactic Shade Griffin.” I answered right away, with my entire name. That was progress. It was my byline on everything I wrote for the Ocean View newspaper. I was a pretty important person on campus. It was high time I claimed my full name everywhere I went. “Maybe you’ve heard of me?” 
 
    Scott looked off into the distance, becoming lost in thought for a second, then grabbed a spider cookie from the table. “Yes, I have. Don’t you write for the Ocean View newspaper?” 
 
    Huzzah! I’d become famous. 
 
    While Scott munched on his cookie, I chatted away about myself, telling him about how I’d gotten started writing newspaper articles and designing forums in high school and about how I was continuing that work now. He seemed impressed. 
 
    After eating a few cookies and a slice of cheesecake, Scott decided to try one of the potions. He checked out each label, then settled on the fruit punch at the other end of the table. I found that disappointing. He’d done such an amazing job of turning himself into a faerie, but that was apparently as far as he wanted to go with the fantasy. Oh, well. He was cute and that counted for something. 
 
    After gulping down his boring drink, he looked at me with those amazing eyes. “How well do you know the catacombs?” 
 
    “Not very well at all.” I laughed. “They’re quite extensive. I like the pools. How well do you know the catacombs?” 
 
    “Quite well. You want to see the most exquisite pool here?” 
 
    Now, he was talking my language. Something, finally, to liven up the night. 
 
    Scott grabbed my hand, which felt amazing, and led me out a back door to a different path through the catacombs, one I’d never seen before. 
 
    With one hand in Scott’s and the other wrapped around my silver goblet, I let him lead our way past walls of bones and skulls. This underground section was incredibly artistic. Here, the human remains had been arranged into mosaic masterpieces. There were 3-D bony murals of all kinds of scenes: kids riding bikes, old people tending gardens, ocean waves curling up toward a full moon. The walls were more than bones and skulls. Other materials had been included: wood and metal, beads and shells and canvas. 
 
    I stopped walking to study a mural of cats, all kinds of cats in various poses. “This is the first I’ve seen of decorated walls like this in the catacombs. Why is this section so different?” 
 
    Scott shrugged. “I don’t know. The idea of doing this sprang up over here a long time ago and the tradition caught on. It’s still practiced today. People with artistic tendencies burying their dead, I guess. I mean, why not? Aboveground, lots of people get fancy with artistic tombstones and mausoleums and flowers. Also, urns for ashes. Some of those are quite beautiful. Losing someone to death is painful. I guess this serves two purposes: it’s uplifting and it honors the dead.” 
 
    He was both philosophical and thoughtful. I liked that. 
 
    We walked slowly, as if walking through a museum, so that I could take in everything around me. 
 
    When we reached a door covered in a glass-beads mosaic of blue ocean waves beneath a cloudy sky, Scott pulled on the handle and held the door open for me. 
 
    I stepped into wonderland. The pool was clear-glass blue and twinkling with illumination. The walls and floor were pure white, sparkling with their own internal light. Shimmering blue water against the snow-white frame was breathtakingly beautiful. 
 
    No one was in this room. It was silent except for the gentle lapping of water against the solid edges of the pool. There must have been a breeze or vibration somewhere causing the water to lap at the rim, but I wasn’t aware of either. 
 
    Scott turned to me and grinned. “You ever go skinny-dipping?” 
 
    I don’t know why that didn’t bother me. He didn’t know me. That question should have seemed too soon. 
 
    I took another gulp of the fae potion. “Nope. But I’m game.” 
 
    Scott’s smile turned to a leer. I took that as a compliment. 
 
    I stripped off my costume, pleased that Scott was watching. Then I peeled off my underwear and jumped into the pool. 
 
    The water was absolutely perfect: not too cold or too warm and…something else. Maybe there were natural salts in it, I don’t know, but it felt healing somehow. 
 
    Scott stripped down to his skin and jumped in after me. 
 
    He swam over and pinned me against the wall. 
 
    I felt powerful. I could handle this. 
 
    As he leaned his face closer to mine, I expected him to kiss me. Instead, he started to talk in an especially deep voice, different than he’d sounded so far. “So, I understand you posted about missing children in the Ocean View Forum.” 
 
    I felt nervous. Something was off. And he was so close. “Yes. Have you contributed to the forum?” 
 
    “Yes. I have.” 
 
    He slipped his hands onto my shoulders, which gave me goose bumps and made my nipples hard. I had no control over it. 
 
    The fake faerie punch had messed me up. On one level, I felt extremely powerful. I felt like I could cast a spell that turned Scott into a lump of sand, causing him to dissolve into grains and sink to the bottom of the pool. On another, more realistic level, I felt completely human and trapped by a guy who, judging by the muscles in his arms, was a lot stronger than me. 
 
    Scott’s hands moved from my shoulders to my throat. He pressed his thumbs against the front of my neck and his other fingers against the back. “I told you to back off, to stop posting about the missing kids.” 
 
    Oh, my God, this was the creepy commenter. The poster who had been anonymous up until now, the invisible person who had triggered my PTSD. And, now he was visible. And about to choke me to death. About to do who knows what. 
 
    I tried to kick him, but missed, my foot flying out to the side and meeting nothing but water. 
 
    He tightened his hands around my neck. “Say it. Say you’ll remove the posts asking for information on the missing kids. Say it.” 
 
    I tried to squirm out of his hold. He tightened his grasp even more and started shaking me. I couldn’t breathe. I fought back hard, thrashing about like a fish. 
 
    I was nothing but fish. Nothing but fish. Those were my last words before blacking out. 
 
      
 
    I woke up on the side of the pool, covered in a large towel. Li and Maeve were standing over me. Apple was pacing back and forth behind them. She came rushing over as soon as I opened my eyes. 
 
    I had a headache the size of a watermelon. I felt like my watermelon brain had been infused with poison and someone had been knocking on the rind with a hammer. My throat ached something horrible. 
 
    I tried to speak, but it sounded like I had laryngitis. “What happened?” 
 
    Li knelt down close to me and took my hand in hers. 
 
    I cringed. Too close, too close. Too close for comfort. He’d held my hand. He’d held my hand. He’d looked at me with those baby blues. And…And…everything had gone so far south so quickly. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! The hammer whacked away at my skull. The watermelon pulp was about to explode. I’d be nothing but sticky red mush on the side of the pool. 
 
    Li said, “Shhhh. Don’t worry about anything. The ambulance is on its way.” 
 
    I pushed myself up onto my elbows, then clutched at the towel to cover up my naked boobs. I felt so embarrassed. I managed to croak out the word, “Ambulance?” 
 
    Li nodded. “Yeah. They’re on their way.” 
 
    Shit. Shit. Shit. I did not want this. 
 
    Maeve walked over and handed me a piece of candy. “Here. Try this. It will make you feel better.” I figured it was chocolate. Chocolate makes everything better. I unwrapped the golden foil from around the candy and popped it into my mouth. It was delicious, basically a combination of chocolate and butterscotch, almost a hard candy, but soft enough to bite into. I asked Maeve if she had another one and she obliged. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 38 
 
    The next couple of weeks, I did nothing but recover. I did homework and dragged myself to class. In my free time, I mostly slept. I was nothing more than a walking zombie. Nothing seemed real to me. I didn’t even seem real to me. Who the hell was I, now that I’d been such an idiot and had walked so easily into a trap? 
 
    I wore scarves to hide the bruises on my neck. 
 
    I’d checked out OK at the hospital. I hadn’t been raped, thank God. 
 
    Li and Maeve explained a few things that I’d seriously wished I’d known on Halloween night. 
 
    Number one, Scott was a real faerie, a creep and a real faerie. He’d done this before: snuck into a Halloween party run by Ocean View students in the catacombs and scared the living daylights out of some poor victim over one issue or another. He wasn’t a student. 
 
    Number two, there was a reason why there were shot glasses next to the goblets. Those were for people to test the special punches, to see what kind of effect the drinks might have on them. The goblets were for people who knew they’d be fine. Why didn’t someone tell me that? Why wasn’t there a warning sign next to the punch bowls? 
 
    Number three, Li and Maeve had searched for me as soon as they’d heard I’d gone off with Scott. He’d made himself invisible and disappeared shortly after they burst into the room and saw what he was doing to me. 
 
    Number four, there were bowls of Undo candies on the refreshment table. If one of the special punches basically punched you in the head and turned you into an idiot, you just had to pop one or two of those in your mouth and, voilà!, back to normal. Or back to as normal as you usually were, I guess. Again, why didn’t anyone tell me that? Why wasn’t there a sign on the table that explained that? The candies that Maeve had given me at the side of the pool were Undos. She’d grabbed a pocketful before dashing off to look for me. 
 
      
 
    After a few weeks moping around, I realized Thanksgiving was only a week away. I decided I couldn’t face going home. My mom wouldn’t care about what I was going through and there wasn’t any way I’d be able to pull myself together and pretend that nothing bad had happened. 
 
    I pulled out my cell phone to call my mom, I swear at least a dozen times. But I couldn’t get myself to tap Mom in contacts. Every time my finger hovered above the word Mom, my hand started shaking. I couldn’t make the call. 
 
    Finally, after getting back my Interviews assignment with a bright red A+ on top and feeling a nice boost in self-esteem, I went right back to my room after classes that day and called. 
 
    My Aunt Hazel answered the phone. We had a nice chat and I actually remembered while we were still talking that she hadn’t sent me my freshman year textbooks yet. I asked if she could send them soon. She apologized profusely and said that had completely slipped her mind. 
 
    Then my mom got on the phone. She was fine with me not coming home for Thanksgiving. So fine, in fact, that an endless pit of loss opened up inside me. She’d gone from being mean to me to totally not caring about seeing me. 
 
    I felt confused and lost. I told her I had so much schoolwork this year, I couldn’t come home for that short a break. She could have asked me what kind of schoolwork or was I getting enough sleep or how were my grades or any of a thousand questions to show she cared. You know, like a normal mom. Instead, she followed up with: “Oh, that’s fine. I’m super-busy getting ready for our cruise. It’s only a few weeks after Thanksgiving and I still have so much to buy. I need to find a purse with enough pockets for my credit cards and makeup and stuff. I haven’t found one I like yet. And I need to get a new wallet. And we’re supposed to dress up for dinner, so I need to get some new dresses.” 
 
    She went on and on like that. I won’t bore you with the details. 
 
    When I got off the phone, I broke down into a huge sob session filled with ugly crying. I’d put on eye shadow and mascara before going to class and, in my flood of tears, my cheeks melted into a blue-gray mess resembling finger painting gone horribly wrong. When I plastered my hands against my face and rubbed my eyes, they turned into a Vincent Van Gogh representation of hands. 
 
    Of course, that’s when Natalie walked into our room, perfectly dressed in a black-and-white checkered dress suit with a purple sweater and ankle-high boots covered in metal studs. She looked way cooler than I could ever even hope to look. Her DNA led to great fashion choices. Mine had led to my face turning into a puddle of goo. 
 
    As Natalie turned around to lock the door, her perfectly styled ponytail pulled up high on her head and tied with a thick purple band swung around her shoulders like a model’s on the runway. 
 
    That’s when she noticed me. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Shade? Are you OK?” 
 
    I didn’t want to talk about it. I mumbled, “Yeah,” and slipped into the bathroom to take a shower. Sobbing in there made perfect sense. My crying got drowned out by the sound of running water. My tears and ugly makeup got washed away, along with some of my sadness. It all circled around the drain and disappeared into the sewers. Running away from me like everyone in my life. 
 
    By the time I turned the water off, I realized not everyone had abandoned me. 
 
    My family was useless. My mom had abandoned me emotionally a long time ago, probably since before I was born, if I was honest about it. She’d never wanted me and when she’d thought she did, it was only because she’d decided babies were some kind of magical gift from the universe—a gift she’d surely wished a bazillion times she could have exchanged for drugs or the perfect guy or anything else she didn’t have to be responsible for. 
 
    But I had a new family now. I had lots of friends. 
 
    It was high time I embraced my life the way it was, jettison the past and all my hopes for painting it in a new light and making it better. No matter what I did, the new coat of paint flaked away and the original portrait bled through. 
 
    Looking at my life with this much honesty felt like shaking a kaleidoscope and discovering the beads and glass had created a more beautiful pattern. That’s what I needed now: new patterns. Out with the old, in with the new. 
 
    And with that in mind, I got dressed and sat down at my desk to choose my courses for next semester. I’d been putting that off, but it suddenly felt like the best thing I could do for myself. I needed to put one foot in front of the other, stepping headlong into the future. Baby steps that would hopefully add up one day to progress. 
 
    I heard Natalie tapping away at her computer. I decided I should go over and talk to her, stop pushing people away when they tried to be nice. 
 
    She’d changed into pjs, but she still looked amazing with her perfect hair and perfect makeup and cute pink flannel pajamas covered in tiny red roses. And, honest to God, she’d put on matching pink slipper socks. 
 
    I swallowed my low self-esteem that felt like a lump in my throat and made myself speak. “Hey, I’m sorry I blew you off earlier. I’m going through a rough time right now.” 
 
    Natalie turned around in her chair to look at me. “No problem. I’m so sorry for what happened to you at the Halloween party. Faeries can be real pricks sometimes. Not all of them, but enough of them.” 
 
    She’d thought that’s the only thing I was struggling with. There was so much more crashing in against me like the perfect storm all at once. I just said, “Thanks for understanding.” 
 
    Natalie surprised me by where she took our conversation. She asked if I had plans for Christmas. I said, “No. My mom and aunt are going on a Christmas Cruise.” I rolled my eyes without really thinking about it. It was a reflexive comment on my family. “No one’s gonna be at home.” In our beautiful new house, I thought to myself. We finally get a beautiful new house and no one’s home for Christmas. 
 
    “How would you like to come home with me? My family’s big on celebrating Christmas and my mom said I could bring home friends if I’d like.” 
 
    My first inclination was to figure her family took in charity cases at Christmas. Like fight or flight that happens before the conscious mind even knows what’s going on, an excuse popped into my head. “That’s so nice of you, but my friend Kai’s living at our house now and I don’t want her to have to be there by herself over Christmas.” 
 
    Natalie smiled. “Bring her along then. I’m serious. The more the merrier.” 
 
    Kaleidoscope shaking. Glass and beads jumping around. New patterns forming. 
 
    I actually replied, “That sounds great. I’ll talk to Kai and let you know. Thanks so much.” 
 
    Kaleidoscope mirrors locking a new pattern into place. 
 
    I went back to my desk and pored over the course selections for next semester. And in doing so, I discovered something incredible. Starting next semester, I could start taking courses about magical groups other than my own. I could even learn a limited amount about witches’ and faeries’ spells. 
 
    Holy camole. I must have shook the kaleidoscope until the mirrors started shooting laser beams, melting beads and glass, turning them into a Van Gogh painting. 
 
    I liked Van Gogh. I loved Starry Night. 
 
    I couldn’t wait for next semester. 
 
    After hours studying the descriptions of possible course selections, I submitted the following schedule to officially sign up for next semester: 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, Second Semester Sophomore Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday, Wednesday and Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals (Ghost Whispering Elective) 
 
    11:30 AM: Bowling (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: The Magick of Witches and Faeries (Ghost Whispering Elective) 
 
    Tuesday and Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Astronomy (General Elective, Science) 
 
    4:00 PM: Developing Interview Skills (Journalism) 
 
      
 
    And that was that. Shutting my laptop, I headed out to dinner. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 39 
 
    I had planned to update the forum artwork late Halloween night, so that November’s decorations would be up by the first of the month. Since I ended up in no shape to do that, Natalie did it for me. Once again, Inari Holt created the artwork. She was so amazingly talented, Natalie asked if she’d be interested in signing on for the rest of the school year. She accepted the position. From what Natalie told me, Inari was absolutely delighted to be asked. That made sense. She’d pushed rather aggressively to be the artist for October. 
 
    Inari had created a Thanksgiving dinner scene; but rather than a typical family sitting around the table, it was a group of students with magical abilities. The words Ocean View Family were printed along the edge of the table facing the viewer. As with Inari’s Halloween design, not only did her artwork make a strong impression, it was also the feelings it aroused. Plus, everything was animated, which was very cool. 
 
    This time, Inari had completely outdone herself. There wasn’t just one animated scene at the top of the forum. There was instead a series of animated scenes that flowed so seamlessly into one another, it felt like watching one continuous event. First, a witch was making turkey dinner, mixing special herbs into the stuffing and sweet potatoes. The herbs didn’t sparkle or create any kind of special effect. It simply felt as though they came from a witches’ garden, so much so that you were sure of it. Shapeshifters turned into various animals and back to their human selves several times as they traveled to the house where the dinner would be held. A mermaid swam out of the ocean, grew legs and caught up with the shifters. A faerie walked through a portal hidden deep within a cave, followed a labyrinth of paths to the cave entrance and stepped outside. She then traveled through a forest to get to the dinner. The forest was alive with birdsong and blossoming flowers. At dinner, you could tell the meal was mouthwateringly delicious. As I watched the students enjoying the turkey with stuffing and mashed potatoes all covered in gravy, the sweet potato casserole topped with gooey marshmallows, the beans with crunchy almonds and the puffy rolls drowning in butter, I realized I was drooling. Mouthwatering was the exact right word to describe the effect Inari’s artwork was having on me. I wiped the drool away with my sleeve. 
 
    I watched the entire animated sequence several times, letting it wash over me and through me. I enjoyed the feeling of sharing Thanksgiving dinner with like-minded friends. Then I became obsessed with one part of the sequence. I watched the faerie step through the portal, walk along the labyrinthine paths of the cave and out into the sunshine through the dark, yawning opening in the cave wall. I assumed at first I was mesmerized by the play of light and darkness. Bright portal leading from the faerie realm to ours, dark cave, sunlit day with shadows, illuminated faerie. Then I thought perhaps I was mesmerized by the gracefulness with which the faerie moved. I’m such a klutz; surely, the contrast would be noteworthy. Next, I became obsessed with the mashed potatoes. I watched closely as everyone ate them. I watched their forks dip into the soft, malleable substance. I studied the shape left behind each time a scoop was removed. I watched the gravy slide down the newly exposed surface. 
 
    I’d seen that before. It felt important. But, where? 
 
    I laughed out loud. It was from a movie. Close Encounters of the Third Kind. The hilarious mashed potato scene. It was ringing a bell in my mind. 
 
    Anxiety swept over me like a cool breeze. 
 
    That wasn’t the only reason I was staring at the mashed potatoes. It was something else. 
 
    I stared at the portal. Then the mashed potatoes. The Portal. Mashed potatoes. Everything in Inari’s incredible artwork boiled down to those two images. Inari’s artwork created feelings and my feelings about those two images were overwhelmingly intense at that moment. 
 
    Then several images and ideas clicked together like links in a bracelet. Faeries initially arrived on Earth through portals. Those portals as they exist now allow faeries to continue traveling between their original world and ours. The protagonist in Close Encounters had been carving away at his mashed potatoes in order to bring to life an image that aliens from outer space were trying to convey to him: Devils Tower Monument where they planned to make contact with the human race. I thought about the time Apple and I had witnessed faeries in the catacomb pool. Golden light had poured from an arch-shaped opening in the back wall at the far end of the pool. Rainbow-colored light had shimmered all around the portal as a procession of faeries stepped into it. Each faerie had been holding one or two children by the hand. I thought about Scott, the evil faerie, choking me, warning me to remove my forum posts about the missing kids. 
 
    My God. I felt strongly that I needed to investigate what the faeries were doing at that portal in the catacombs. The hair stood up at the back of my neck. It was like experiencing intuition on steroids. 
 
    But why were the images of the mashed potatoes haunting me? As I mulled it over, I started to wonder if Brandon was contacting me from the great beyond. Perhaps he was putting the images in my mind, including one that was supposed to be directions on how to interpret what he was doing—namely trying to communicate information to me the same way the aliens had tried to communicate information to the guy in Close Encounters, through images. On the other hand, why wouldn’t Brandon talk to me directly? Well, there were times in the past when he couldn’t. Sometimes he reached out to me through the amulet on the necklace he’d given me. 
 
    Damn. I’d been wrapped up in so many things since the school year started, I’d forgotten about the necklace that had once meant so much to me. I’d tucked it away somewhere, but I had no idea where. What if he had tried to contact me? It would be like misplacing your cell phone, then wondering why someone hadn’t called you. Freshman year, I’d worn that necklace everywhere. This year…I don’t know, I guess I had too many other things to deal with and Brandon had moved on. I checked my suitcase. Empty. I checked my closet and dresser drawers and finally found it tucked away under some sweaters. I pulled it out and put it on. Ten minutes later, the blue gemstone started pulsing with a brilliant glow. I realized it had the same beat as a ringing telephone. Glow…Fade…Glow…Fade. Rrrrrinnggg… Rrrrrinnggg… Rrrrrinnggg… Rrrrrinnggg. And then the following words scrolled across the gemstone in black lettering: Follow your heart. Follow the mashed potatoes. Oink! Oink! 
 
    That had to be Brandon. Eternally immature Brandon. No doubt he was letting me know the message was from him by reminding me how much the snorting piggies had annoyed me when he played Angry Birds. A rather cryptic message. Who else but Brandon would send it? 
 
    I spoke into the gemstone. “Follow my heart straight to the catacomb portal?” 
 
    The blue light stopped pulsing, then disappeared. No answer. Goddamnit, Brandon. Maybe I wasn’t supposed to check out the faerie portal? I had no idea, but this whole thing sent my anxiety skyrocketing. 
 
    I let my eyes wander down the forum. Inari had created the illusion of corn cobs falling down the page. Each cob was a collection of brightly colored Indian corn kernels all lined up within dry, peeling husks. The raggedy top edges of the husks reminded me of tiny human hands desperately reaching for something to grab onto, in order to break the fall. The artwork was animated. It also created sound within my mind. Whoooosh… Very quietly, corn cobs falling to Earth within their husks, friction against the air creating a Whoooosh sound. 
 
    Along the bottom of the page, children were picking apples in an orchard. A few were biting into shiny red delicious ones. I could feel the snap of cold in the air. I could hear the snap of apple skin as tiny teeth sank into it. I became one of the children, enjoying a juicy apple on a cool fall day. Suddenly, pies were baking in the oven. I swore I could smell the sweet aroma of apples and cinnamon bubbling within a buttery crust. 
 
    No wonder forum membership had increased exponentially. Inari knew how to attract a crowd. We had nearly a thousand members now. 
 
    I checked the forum posts. Nothing new about the missing kids. There were a lot of important subjects being discussed, however, and for that I was thankful. Topics included specific classes, the organizing of events: picnics on the beach and such, personal struggles that included anorexia, depression and anxiety, and family problems that included conflict with non-magical family members. There were a lot of posts with active discussions. The forum had taken off. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 40 
 
    In another year of my life, at a different time, Thanksgiving break might have been fun. With everything that had happened with Scott, everything that was going on with the missing kids and our newspaper club having volunteered to help bring them home, and what I considered abandonment and betrayal all wrapped up in one nasty package from my mom, I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it. 
 
    Kai and Annie stayed on campus. Of course, Kai would have gone home with me…but then my mom basically betrayed her, too. After Kai had lost her mom and aunt and trailer home, my mom and I and later my Aunt Hazel had all stepped up to be her family…until my mom, as usual, jumped ship and planned to take off on a Christmas cruise. (That’s a pretty lame mixed metaphor, but it’s true nonetheless.) Yeah, I guess we could have gone home for Thanksgiving; but it was too short a break for all the traveling involved and I probably would have ended up fighting with my mom. That wouldn’t have been good for anyone, including Kai. 
 
    The three of us hung out together at least once a day over the long weekend. 
 
    Like the rest of Thanksgiving break, the dinner could have been fun had I not been in such a dark, funky mood. There weren’t all that many kids on campus, so rather than Thanksgiving dinner at each house, there was one huge dinner in the Witches House. I’m not sure why it was held there, but rumor had it the dinner was cooked by twin graduates of Ocean View, one a hedge witch meaning she was especially talented with herbs and the other a kitchen witch which meant she had mad cooking skills. All I can say is the dinner was so delicious, I’d totally believe magic was involved. Like the first formal dinner at our house, both living people and ghosts attended. Any other time, I would have enjoyed this. However, I was in the midst of holding my own pity party and all I can say is it felt an awful lot like I had to hang around with dead people while others got to go home and enjoy the holiday with living relatives. 
 
    One bright light in a rather gloomy weekend was that Kai, Annie and I decided to walk out to the canning factory and see how renovations were coming along. 
 
    It was like the clouds had parted and the sun had come out. The builders had made significant progress. 
 
    The stained glass windows depicting the horrible things that had been done to merpeople in that building had been replaced mostly by regular windows that allowed sunshine to stream through. One had been replaced by a different stained glass window with an ocean scene. It was beautiful. Deep blue ocean with froth-tipped waves rolling into shore, dolphins breaching the surface, clouds dotting a bright blue sky. I doubt the designers chose a seascape for any reason other than the proximity of the building to the ocean, but that scene would be a source of comfort for the merpeople and selkies who stayed there. Of course, I realized someone in the Ocean View administration might have commissioned that particular piece of artwork. Perhaps Natalie’s aunt had requested it. But no matter. However it had come about, it was perfect. The frosted factory type windows that had been directly behind the assembly line had been replaced by clear glass windows, allowing lots of sun to permeate the building. 
 
    The stone walls had apparently been power-washed. They looked brand new. A fresh coat of blue paint had done the same for the arch-shaped door. 
 
    We tried the doorknob, but it was locked, so we went back to the largest clear windows and peeked inside. The main room that had once held the assembly line and conveyor belt used to move thousands of murdered merpeople along from whole bodies to sliced-and-diced parts to canned flakes for consumption had been completely cleared of all that awful equipment. The blood-stained floors were so clean and highly polished now, it looked like they’d been completely replaced with brand new wood. The walls in this room were white; the floors were dark hardwood. Wooden beams that matched the floor ran across the ceiling. 
 
    There were tools piled up by the kitchen, so we figured they were going to work on that room next. 
 
    The discovery of progress being made on the canning factory renovations, which would serve to wipe out a monstrous legacy and replace it with a place of comfort and beauty, swept away some of the tendrils of gloom and doom that had wrapped themselves around my brain. 
 
    When classes resumed, another discovery loosened the tendrils even more. 
 
    In my Honing Ghost Whispering through Virtual Reality class, we finally tried the sensory deprivation tanks. I’d been dreading that. Talk about tendrils of gloom and doom. I pictured the experience as being overwhelmed and choked to death by tentacles rising from the giant octopus of darkness lurking at the bottom of the tank. 
 
    Yes, I have an overactive imagination. 
 
    The tank turned out to be quite peaceful. 
 
    Our first day in the tanks, Dr. Galbraith was especially animated and excited. Even though she wouldn’t go into the tanks herself, she was enthusiastic about introducing us to the experience. She said, “It’s more immersive than any VR exercise you’ll ever do. It should help you focus by providing an environment where you let your conscious mind go. Your mind should empty; your thoughts should drift. Afterward, you should have better focus. You may also see patterns and solutions to problems while you’re actually in the tank. Everyone’s experience is different.” She’d swept her curly red hair up into a ponytail and dressed in a black leotard with a frilly pink skirt and white canvas sneakers. Her blue eyes were clear and sparkly. In a sensory deprivation tank, she’d lose her legs, gain a tail and reclaim her mermaid self. I wondered what that would feel like. 
 
    After taking roll call, she led us down to the basement of the building we were in. She reminded us several times to be quiet because other students were in nearby classrooms. We were all chatting due to excitement or nervousness—in my case, nervousness to the point of jangled nerves. 
 
    The basement was creepy. Nothing but tan walls with green baseboards, worn-out linoleum floor tiles, and a series of green doors as far as the eye could see. Somewhere, a machine was growling and hissing. 
 
    Gems often hide within rough exteriors: pearls within clamshells, gemstones within mountains of dirt. That was the case with the tank room. 
 
    A green door painted so many times that cracked lumpy lines streaked its surface held a simple sign: Sensory Deprivation Tanks. 
 
    I didn’t expect much. Well, actually I did, but it was more along the lines of a serious fungal infection from less than pristine water. 
 
    Boy, was I wrong. 
 
    Dr. Galbraith pushed the door open. We walked into the clamshell and studied the pearl in all its magnificence. 
 
    The room, housed in a very old building, was modern and new. The walls and floor and ceiling were coated in some kind of pebbled surface, mostly dark blue with specks of red and green. It felt a little bit like being underwater, but without any water. The room was filled with rows of sleek plastic pods that we’d seen earlier in our class videos. The lids were closed. With an enthusiastic smile, Dr. Galbraith pointed out dark blue doors around the back and sides of the room. “In each of those rooms, there’s a single tank. Those rooms provide privacy for anyone wanting to experience sensory deprivation without clothes on. That’s the best way to get lost in the experience. However, we’re not doing that today. You’ll just have to ignore the fabric against your skin, tune it out.” She pointed to the back corners of the room. “Back there on the left side is the changing area for men. On the right side, the changing room for women. You’ll find lockers back there where you can stick your clothes and other stuff. Go on. Hurry up. I’d like you all back here choosing a tank within the next five to ten minutes.” 
 
    I got changed as quickly as I could. I’d brought along the racing suit I’d picked out the previous year at the campus store when I’d needed a better bathing suit than my old pilly one to swim with Merrik. Brightly colored with pink and purple Hawaiian-style flowers, yellow at their centers and green leaves all around them, it was nice enough. It wasn’t my best suit, so I could afford to have the saltwater ruin it, if that’s what happened.  
 
    I stuffed my things in a locker, grabbed the key and my beach towel and stepped out into the main room. I picked a tank somewhere in the middle. I felt freaked out about being so isolated inside a pod with a closed lid. I kept reminding myself to take nice, slow breaths, in order to keep my fear from escalating into full-blown claustrophobia and panic attacks. 
 
    When we were told to open the lids and enter the tanks, I noticed my hand was shaking as I slipped my fingers under the edge of the lid. I peered inside. It didn’t look so bad. I told myself it was just like a bathtub. Yeah, the water was buoyant and loaded with Epsom salts and a lid would close down over my head; but, other than that, yeah, basically a tub. 
 
    Or a lobster pot. Close the lid and boil me to death. 
 
    Gah. My brain. I warned it to start thinking positive thoughts and showing me only positive images or shut up. I seriously did not want to freak out in front of the entire class or chicken out like a baby. I wanted to do this. 
 
    I lowered myself into the pod and floated on my back. It felt good, actually. I could float without effort. There were instructions on the side wall. Sitting up, I grabbed earplugs in a clean plastic case from a narrow shelf and popped them in my ears. Given the choice of light or darkness, I pushed the button to choose light and closed the lid. The tank filled with soft blue light. The earplugs blocked out sound. 
 
    I returned to the position of floating on my back and closed my eyes. For a few minutes, I panicked; but then I started to relax, allowing the buoyancy and lack of stimulation to put me in a Zen-like state. My muscles lost their tension. My mind lost conscious thought. The negative words that had hounded me throughout my life finally went silent. 
 
    There was a stretch of time when I thought nothing, imagined nothing, simply floated on the river of silent water. It was bliss and non-bliss. It was nothingness, the best cure for a mind that warned too much, admonished too much, scared the living delights out of me way too much. 
 
    Eventually, the visions came. Most likely woven from clues to the puzzle I’d been trying to solve, I saw portals. An endless line of portals marching off into eternity. 
 
    Bang! Bang! Bang! 
 
    God Almighty. What was that? My heart practically jumped out of my chest. It started running like a jack rabbit trying to escape the jaws of a predator. 
 
    “Time to get out!” 
 
    Aw, geez, it was Dr. Galbraith knocking on our tanks and telling us class was over. Did she have no idea what a shock to the system her methods of alerting us to that fact were? 
 
    Struggling to reorient myself, I took out the earplugs. Thank goodness for those. Without the knocking sound muted, I swear the shock would have been too much. 
 
    Pushing open the lid, I stepped out of the water. 
 
    Old dogs can learn new tricks, it turns out. I couldn’t wait for the next time we got to use those tanks. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 41 
 
    It turns out the sensory deprivation tanks were exactly what I needed. I’d been terrified of trying them, but it turned out they brought me the kind of Zen I thought I’d never experience. I might be brave and stubborn, but I’d always thought of myself as too broken to be calm. 
 
    I slept really well that night. I woke up the next morning still feeling relaxed and in control of my mind. My thoughts weren’t jumping all over the place from worry to worry like they usually were. 
 
    I only had two classes that day: Biology at 1:00 and Philosophy in a Paranormal World at 4. I had left some Biology homework go until the last minute, so I buckled down to get that done right after breakfast. We were supposed to do dissections in Biology class that day, which had me incredibly nervous. We’d been told we were going to dissect a fish, a frog, a rabbit and a mermaid. So far, we’d dissected none of those. The semester was almost done. I hoped we’d run out of time to dissect the mermaid, or even the rabbit for that matter. Unless you were going into the medical field, this seemed all wrong. Homework involved labeling the internal organs of all four. I finished the assignment as quickly as possible, concentrating as little as possible on what I was doing. 
 
    I tried to maintain the Zen state I’d achieved as long as possible. 
 
    At 12:00, I gathered up my books and headed off for lunch in the dining room downstairs. I had a hoagie stuffed with cold cuts, cheese and lettuce, along with potato chips and Diet Coke. For dessert, I grabbed some chocolate chip cookies and ate them on my way to class. 
 
    Dr. O’Henery entered the room, looking as distinguished and unflappable as ever. His long silvery white hair was combed back away from his face. He was dressed in khaki pants with a tight black turtleneck shirt. Walking over to his desk, he set down a pile of books. Looking up at the class, he cleared his throat, then told us to follow him into the lab. 
 
    We followed. Like lemmings. 
 
    When we entered the lab, I lost every ounce of Zen I had. I stared. What was I seeing? 
 
    The room was filled with steel tables. And lying on top of every one was…what? 
 
    My brain didn’t want to register what my eyes were seeing. 
 
    Mermaids. 
 
    On top of every table was a mermaid. 
 
    I felt angry and betrayed. We were supposed to dissect a fish, a frog, a rabbit and a mermaid. That’s what Dr. O’Henery had said at the beginning of the semester. I assumed we’d start with a fish. Or did this happen to be his insulting idea of a “fish?” He was fae, after all. They couldn’t be trusted, especially with their hatred of the people from the sea. 
 
    Dr. O’Henery waved his hands in the air. “Each of you, pick a table. Three students to each table.” 
 
    I felt dizzy, but forced myself to walk all the way to a table at the back of the room, so that I could hide from the professor’s view and lean against the wall if I needed to. 
 
    Next to every cadaver, a metal stand held charts showing in great detail an inner part of a mermaid’s body. Mine showed the heart. 
 
    I couldn’t do the heart. I just couldn’t. As if to bring home that point to me, my own heart started pounding away at my chest. Knock, knock. Knock, knock. Knock, knock. 
 
    I walked along the back row until I found a table assigned to the gills and lungs. Maybe I could do that. If I did, I’d better understand how merpeople breathe underwater. That would help me understand Dylan and Delmara and other merpeople on campus. I’d even know better how to speak with Nereida about her children and their lives under the ocean. And with Apple breathing similarly in her selkie form, I’d better understand that part of her life. 
 
    I moved quickly to stand right next to that steel table, to stake my claim there. 
 
    Two students, a male and female witch, asked if they could join me. 
 
    “Absolutely.” If things got really bad, maybe they could cast a spell over me that got me through this assignment. 
 
    Dr. O’Henery raised his hands in the air like a conductor. 
 
    I felt so out of sync with everything going on around me, I’d never be part of that ghoulish orchestra. It was like being inside a haunted house on Halloween, a bloody one for those over eighteen. “All the world’s a stage / And all the men and women merely players,” to quote Shakespeare. That was me, a player in an act not of my own choosing. And the poor mermaid, perfectly described in the last line of that scene: “That ends this strange eventful history / Is second childishness and mere oblivion; / Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.” The mermaid still had her teeth and eyes and most of her other parts due to formaldehyde or something like it; but we’d soon be playing God and removing parts at will. 
 
    I looked down at her face. 
 
    Huge mistake. Her skin was the color of yellow wax. Her eyes were open and staring. Her tail, no doubt once beautiful, was pale. 
 
    The blood drained from my own head. 
 
    The girl at our table noticed me first. “Are you OK?” 
 
    That’s the last thing I heard. 
 
    Someone caught me, I guess. I woke up on the floor with smelling salts under my nose. Dr. O’Henery was kneeling next to me, holding the salts. 
 
    I blinked a few times. Oh, God. I’d passed out in front of the whole class. “I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    O’Henery decided to be a jerk. “Do what?” 
 
    My head hurt, not like I’d hit it on anything, more like I was getting a gigantic migraine along with the assignment that was more than a headache. It seemed unjustified, immoral. There really was no earthly reason why I needed to dissect a mermaid. “The dissection. I can’t do it. I have friends who are merpeople.” Plus I’d dated…and kissed…a merman. I wasn’t going to tell him that, however. 
 
    O’Henery ran his hand through his silky hair. “I’m sorry. There’s no excuse from this assignment. If you don’t do it, you get an F.” 
 
    “I need to go to the infirmary. My head’s pounding. I must have hit it on something. I might have a concussion.” I glared at him. He couldn’t say no to that. If I had a concussion and he refused to let me get medical attention, I could sue his ass. If one can sue faeries, that is. He could probably lose his job, however. Fae teachers were required to behave with decency toward their students at Ocean View. 
 
    This time, I’d rolled the dice and won. He let me go and even asked the other girl at our table to walk me over to the infirmary. 
 
    After I told the person at the check-in desk what had happened, I was seen within ten minutes. I guess the staff didn’t like to take chances with head trauma. 
 
    I told the girl who’d walked me over to the infirmary—turns out her name was Zosia—that she should go back to class. She asked if I was sure; I said I’d call a friend if I needed help getting back to my house. Wishing me luck, she hurried out of the infirmary. I guess she didn’t want an F. 
 
    The doctor and nurses who treated me were nice. They asked lots of questions, made me walk across the room and perform other tests of balance and looked into my eyes with a bright light. There were also the routine tests: blood pressure, pulse, heart sounds through the stethoscope, body temperature. 
 
    Dr. Mendoza pulled over a stool on wheels and sat down to talk with me. She was young, had perfect makeup and a lab coat without wrinkles. Either this was the start of her shift or she’d had an incredibly easy day. “So, what happened?” 
 
    I described my situation as though I were a lawyer in a criminal case, fighting for someone’s life. “I passed out in Biology class. Dr. O’Henery’s class.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I continued. “We were supposed to dissect a mermaid today. I passed out. I can’t do it. I tried, but I can’t. If I don’t do it, I’ll get an F.” 
 
    She stared at me with calm eyes. Did she think I was a wimp? It suddenly dawned on me: She was a doctor. She’d managed to perform surgeries on cadavers. I argued with myself. Yeah, but that’s the entire point. I don’t plan on becoming a doctor. I don’t need to dissect cadavers. My specialty is in the land of ghosts. They don’t come to me until after they’ve left their body behind. 
 
    Dr. Mendoza wrote something in a chart. “Do you pass out often?” 
 
    For a split second, I thought about lying. I told the truth instead. “I get dizzy a lot and feel like I’m going to faint.” I added, “…in stressful situations.” The last thing I wanted was to have to undergo a whole lot of medical tests for a physical problem that didn’t exist. 
 
    She pulled a notepad out of her pocket, scribbled something on the top page, ripped it off and handed it to me. “Here. This should excuse you from the dissection.” 
 
    Really? Oh, my God. That was so easy. I think I gushed a bit when I said, “Oh, thank you soooo much!” 
 
    Dr. Mendoza looked back at my chart. “It says here you’re a ghost whisperer.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am.” I’d filled that out on the medical forms I’d received freshman year. 
 
    She shook her head. “I seriously don’t understand why ghost whisperers have to dissect mermaids. Every single year, someone faints or throws up. I really hope that requirement changes. It’s not right.” She smiled and closed my chart. “Well, that’s neither here nor there. If your professor gives you a hard time, check back here with me. OK?” 
 
    “Sure. Thank you.” 
 
    “Well, have a good day.” 
 
    And with that, she stood up and left the room. 
 
    I felt my entire body relax. It wasn’t exactly Zen; it was more like the calm after the storm. Things were unsettled, but the storm had passed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 42 
 
    The day we left for Christmas vacation at Natalie’s house, my anxiety was over the top. 
 
    First of all, I wanted to go home and celebrate with my own family. I wanted to get into comfy flannel pajamas on Christmas morning and exchange gifts with my mom and aunt. After a tough semester at college, I wanted to go home and surround myself with the familiar. Familiar Christmas tree, familiar Christmas decorations, familiar family faces. A big part of this was nothing more than a mirage. Christmas at my house had sucked for most of my life and my mom could be more than difficult. For the past couple of years, however, Christmas had been great. I wanted to make that a family tradition. 
 
    Second of all, I felt nervous meeting Natalie’s family. Spending an entire Christmas holiday with strangers seemed awkward. 
 
    And third, Natalie looked amazing the day we left for her house. She had on a white quilted ski vest with a pink turtleneck sweater, black leggings and tan suede UGG boots. She’d pulled her hair up into a ponytail tied with a pink scrunchie and her makeup was perfect. Her fingernails were painted with pale blue polish and her lips glistened with pink lipstick. She had two Gucci suitcases packed and ready to go at the foot of her bed. 
 
    I, on the other hand, had put on a pair of faded jeans with a plaid flannel shirt and sneakers. I’d packed my cheap suitcase and backpack and tossed them on my bed. I felt as ready as I’d ever be. 
 
    Kai looked about the same as me except she had on a black-and-gray striped sweater in place of my plaid shirt. At least I wasn’t alone. 
 
    I didn’t realize until the night before that Natalie lived clear across the country in Massachusetts. Our travels involved a limo to the college’s private airport followed by a flight across the country in a private plane owned by Natalie’s parents. 
 
    Yeah, Kai and I were two fish out of water. 
 
    The plane was large and amazing. We were served meals and snacks and we got to play video games. 
 
    When we arrived in Massachusetts, it had just started snowing. 
 
    I forgot how much I missed snow. I hadn’t seen snow or sleet or any kind of real winter since we’d moved to Roswell in my senior year of high school. 
 
    By the time the plane landed, night had fallen. Snowflakes were floating down from the sky, their dancing shapes illuminated by street and parking lot lamps. As we traveled by limo from the airport to Natalie’s home, snow started piling up and blanketing the road. 
 
    By the time we arrived at Natalie’s house, snowfall had added the final touches to a perfect Christmas card setting. 
 
    I’m not even kidding. 
 
    Natalie’s family lived in a huge Victorian house surrounded by lots of land and trees. Golden light streamed out from various-shaped windows. Smoke snaked its way lazily out of two chimneys, one on either side of the building. The roof wasn’t one singular section. Rather, it was a collection of triangles jutting up into the night sky. Darkness was broken by the golden light from the house and a sliver of moon. Snow now blanketed the roof and lawn. The cold crystalline flakes had ceased their slow dancing, now falling through the sky as though Earth’s gravity had been turned up a notch. 
 
    To the right of the house, there was a pine tree forest. Like marbles having rolled out from a velvet pouch filled with them, a few lone pine trees dotted the front yard. Those isolated trees were festooned with brightly-colored Christmas lights matching those strung neatly along the many eaves of the house and around each and every window. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I no longer cared whether or not I belonged in a place like that. I simply wanted to be there, to soak in its magical Christmas spirit. 
 
    Natalie seemed excited to be home. She was all smiles and quick movements getting out of the limo. “C’mon, let’s go. We’re officially on Christmas break now!” 
 
    The driver grabbed our suitcases. The rest of us followed Natalie, making footprints in the snow. 
 
    As soon as Natalie opened the front door, her mother came down a long hallway to greet her. First thing she did was throw her arms around Natalie. “It’s so good to see you!” Then, she turned her attention to Kai and me. “How nice of you to spend your holiday with us! Welcome, welcome. Let me take your coats.” 
 
    Nice of us to spend our holiday with them? She had no idea. I felt like I’d just won the lottery. Nice of them to have us over for the holiday was more like it. 
 
    After Natalie introduced us, her mom led the way into the kitchen. 
 
    Her mom carried herself with a sense of dignity and kindness. She had the same features as Natalie: thick dark hair, brown eyes and skin the same shade as Natalie, basically suntan for me. Taller than her daughter, she had her same talent for fashion. She was wearing a green woolen dress with a string of pearls around her neck; no shoes, but stockings that twinkled with a snowflake design. 
 
    The house was filled with so many Christmas decorations, it felt like we’d stepped into Christmas wonderland. Everywhere I looked, there was something delightful to discover. 
 
    Santa Clauses and snowmen filled a wooden table in the front hallway. An upstairs balcony had been wrapped in pine garland and Christmas lights. 
 
    The kitchen was magnificent. At its center, there was an old-fashioned table made from knotted pine. The walls were stone, the countertops dark granite. Along with modern appliances, the kitchen had a massive fireplace where wooden logs crackled from the heat of roaring flames. 
 
    Natalie’s mom said, “Have a seat.” Smiling at Natalie, she added, “I can’t wait to hear about your semester.” 
 
    Hurrying off to the stove, she turned on a burner and started stirring a pot that turned out to be filled with hot chocolate. Pouring the contents into individual mugs and carrying them over to the table on a tray, she set them down in front of us. Then she grabbed a pile of tins from a kitchen counter. Each had Christmas scenes on the outside and homemade cookies on the inside. She set them down on the table next to a bowl of miniature marshmallows. “Help yourself.” 
 
    Grabbing a mug shaped like a snowman who’d had the top of his hat removed, I dropped a spoonful of marshmallows into the steaming hot chocolate. Taking a plate from a pile in the center of the table, I filled it with a nice assortment of cookies: one chocolate chip, a butter cookie with raspberry jam in the center, a sugar cookie shaped like a Christmas tree, a tiny gingerbread man and a tiny gingerbread woman decorated with white and red icing. 
 
    The cookies reminded me of Annie’s mom. But Natalie’s mom was different. She sat down with us and wanted to hear all about our semester. 
 
    As we talked in between sipping hot chocolate and munching on cookies, she listened. 
 
    The fireplace roared and crackled in the background. 
 
    I thought maybe I was seeing things due to fatigue, but the vague shape of an old woman appeared in the hallway leading from the kitchen to rooms at the back of the house. She walked with a bent back and a bun on top of her head—those were the only features I could make out—and was heading straight toward us. When she reached the kitchen, Natalie jumped up and ran toward her. “Gran!” 
 
    The woman was like Brandon’s grandmother: mostly puffy white clouds. She wrapped her arms around Natalie. 
 
    After a long hug, Natalie led her grandmother over to the table and introduced her to Kai and me. 
 
    She was a ghost! 
 
    Natalie never even mentioned that, never explained anything about it. Her mom never reacted as though anything out of the ordinary was happening. Instead, she stood up, went through another cabinet and returned with more Christmas tins. 
 
    Natalie’s grandmother rubbed her hands together. “Oh, goodie! I sure do love Christmas.” She was all smiles and wrinkles and twinkling eyes. 
 
    Natalie opened the tins for her. Inside, were cookies with the same kind of hologram appearance as the food the ghosts ate back at Ocean View. Her grandmother grabbed one cookie at a time. Every time she took a bite, the cookies took on the appearance of real cookies for a split second. It was mesmerizing to watch. Hologram…Flash of cookie…hologram…flash of cookie… 
 
    Natalie’s mom went to the stove and poured something into a mug. Hologram hot chocolate with hologram marshmallows, real steam rising from the cup! Every time Natalie’s grandmother took a sip, she had hot chocolate on her upper lip that disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Natalie filled her mom and grandmother in on her classes and how the newspaper club was going. She updated them on the progress with the canning factory and told them about the club’s involvement with the search for the missing children. Turning to me, she said, “Shade’s done some great work setting up an online forum for Ocean View and starting a discussion about the missing kids. She’s fearless. Hopefully, someone will give us a lead about the kids soon.” 
 
    Furrows formed along her mother’s forehead. “Be careful.” She looked from Natalie to me. “Both of you. There may be powerful forces at work here.” 
 
    Natalie put a hand on my arm. “Shade here helped rescue some girls at her old high school and bring the kidnappers to justice.” 
 
    Her grandmother’s eyes went wide, while her mom’s furrows grew deeper and more pronounced. Her mom said, “Really?” 
 
    I hated being put on the spot. I also hated being reminded about that time when my best friend went missing and came home horribly messed up and when my mom was arrested for her part working with the bad guys. I decided to emphasize the benefit of online forums and journalistic research. “You’d be surprised how well online forums and school newspapers can work. People came forward with information that helped solve the crimes and bring the girls back home.” I couldn’t bring myself to say that not all the girls came back or to mention Annie. I felt sharing that story would be up to Annie, not me, and Annie wasn’t there. 
 
    We talked for a while longer about how forums are designed, including how artwork draws people in. I was able to lighten up the conversation by describing the incredible artwork Inari had created for us. That turned into a conversation about witchcraft spells, both the good and the bad. It was awesome that none of the magical things at Ocean View were a surprise to Natalie’s family, so they could be discussed leisurely over cookies and hot chocolate. 
 
    When it was time for bed, Natalie led us down a side hallway to a room the size of a closet. She pushed open what I thought was a cabinet door, but it revealed instead a winding staircase. “The guest rooms are up this way.” 
 
    Holy camole. Her house had a section entirely for guests! 
 
    The banister was wrapped in green garland and strings of tiny white lights. When we reached the landing above, we found a Christmas tree festooned with silvery garland and colorful blinking lights. There were four open doors on one side of a hallway, five on the other, leading to eight bedrooms and one large bathroom. 
 
    Natalie showed us the rooms her mom had set aside for us. They both had miniature Christmas trees on the dresser, all decorated with candy canes and colorful lights. 
 
    The room where I was to stay had a sleigh-style mahogany bed with a thick down comforter and lots of pillows, along with a mahogany dresser and desk. Let me tell you, that bed was so comfortable, I slept like I didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    The next morning, we had pancakes for breakfast. Afterwards, Natalie, Kai and I decided to take a walk in the snow. 
 
    It was crisp and clear and beautiful outside. The snow-covered ground twinkled with sunlight. On a path through the pine forest, we came upon several white-tailed deer nibbling on bushes. I managed to snap a few quick pictures with my cell phone; but they took off as soon as they noticed us, kicking clumps of snow in the air as they went. 
 
    Natalie’s dad came home while we were enjoying a roast beef dinner with mashed potatoes and lots of side dishes. Away on business, he’d planned to come home late the previous night, but the snow had closed down the airport a couple of hours after we’d landed. He was now home on vacation. 
 
    He kissed his wife, then kissed Natalie on top of the head and sat down to join us. “So, what’s happening here, everyone?” 
 
    Natalie introduced Kai and me. 
 
    Natalie’s grandmother said, “Hi there, Arthur.” She smiled, then went back to eating her hologram roast beef and mashed potatoes. 
 
    The conversation was lively. Or more precisely, conversations, plural. We talked about all kinds of things, sometimes all together, sometimes in smaller groups. 
 
    Natalie’s dad was funny. For a guy with magical skills, he sure enjoyed telling typical dad jokes. He was rewarded with both laughter and a fair amount of eye-rolling from Natalie and her mom. 
 
    I liked being at Natalie’s house. It was comfortable in every way that mattered. 
 
    I thought I’d feel awkward on Christmas day, like I’d barged into the privacy Natalie’s family might like to have had over the holiday. It was quite the opposite. 
 
    Kai and I had brought presents with us for Natalie and her parents. We couldn’t afford much, but we wanted to give them something. They were so nice in letting us stay with them. For Natalie, we got an Ocean View sweatshirt jacket in a really pretty shade of turquoise. We decided to do that rather than buy her regular clothes because her fashion sense was way better than ours and we probably couldn’t afford the stuff she bought for herself, anyway. A sweatshirt jacket wasn’t exactly high fashion, but everyone at Ocean View wore them. For Natalie’s parents, we got a bottle of red wine with an artistic label showing a colorful vineyard. We felt terrible that we hadn’t brought anything to give Natalie’s grandmother. I had no idea she’d be there, absolutely no idea that a ghost would show up for Christmas. Natalie said that was fine; but after lots of begging on our part, she gave us a box of her grandmother’s favorite holographic chocolate candies that we could give her. We insisted on paying; otherwise, it wouldn’t be a gift. After lots of haggling, Natalie finally let us give her five dollars. 
 
    It still amazed me that holographic ghost food was a thing. To see it in a cardboard box with Christmas decorations on the outside, just like all the other boxes of chocolate candies in grocery stores and pharmacies, was quite a surprise. 
 
    By the time Christmas morning arrived, I felt comfortable enough to go downstairs in my flannel pajamas and bathrobe. My alarm woke me at 9:45, fifteen minutes before we were supposed to show up at breakfast. 
 
    Kai and I went downstairs together. I felt both shy and excited. Shy because I didn’t know Natalie’s family all that well and even though they’d done everything to make me feel comfortable in their home, I never felt truly comfortable anywhere. But excited because it was Christmas and judging by their decorations, this was going to be one incredible day. 
 
    In the kitchen, Natalie’s mom and grandmother were making pancakes together. I was fascinated by how Natalie’s Gran was able to do that and thought back to Brandon playing Angry Birds on a cell phone. He’d floated the stylus in the air and tapped on the cell phone that way. Natalie’s mom cooked the pancakes on an electric griddle, flipping them over until each side turned golden brown. Then Gran floated a spatula in the air in front of her, nudged it under the finished pancakes and piled them on a plate. Every time she completed a stack, she floated the plate on top of her hands over to the table. There were, and I’m not even kidding about this, five different types of pancakes, all of them in the shape of snowmen: chocolate chip, butterscotch chip, apple, blueberry and banana. I tried one of each, drowning them in butter and maple syrup. I chased them down with orange juice and afterward, hot chocolate with a mountain of whipped cream on top. 
 
    As soon as everyone finished breakfast, we went into the living room to open presents. The living room had the largest tree in the house, decorated from top to bottom: illuminated star on top, gold and silver garland, homemade strands of popcorn and berries, special tree decorations including quite a few balls with moving scenes inside (my favorite had a train winding around a mountain with Santa Claus as the conductor), decorations made by Natalie when she was growing up, and blinking lights in a multitude of colors. 
 
    The living room was large and comfortable: two couches facing each other, plump chairs, a coffee table, end tables and another fireplace. There wasn’t any fire that morning, but bright red stockings hung from the mantel. 
 
    Natalie and her mom handed out the presents and then everyone set about opening them. There were lots of Thank yous and Oh my goshes, as wrapping paper was torn off and gifts were appreciated. 
 
    My eyes welled up with tears as I destroyed the cute wrapping paper covered in Santa Clauses in sleighs pulled by reindeer and opened the box inside. 
 
    Natalie’s family had given me a snow globe. With even the slightest movement, snow swirled down from an invisible sky to settle on a row of houses where Christmas carolers gathered on a front doorstep, cars passed by with Christmas trees on their roofs and children played on the sidewalk. The houses were decorated with miniature strands of Christmas lights and wreaths on each front door. The attention to detail was magnificent. 
 
    That was such a thoughtful, magical gift. It was also, whether Natalie’s family realized it or not, a memento I’d always have of a very special Christmas. 
 
    Their gift to Kai was a different snow globe. Inside the rounded glass was a different row of houses. On one of the roofs, Santa Claus held onto the edge of a chimney with one hand and the open edge of his large red bag with the other. With a shake of the globe, snow fell from the sky. 
 
    Kai seemed as happy with her gift as I was with mine. 
 
    Natalie liked the sweatshirt we gave her. Either that or she was just being polite. She got a ton of awesome presents from her parents, including some really nice clothes and jewelry. Her grandmother gave her another of those ancient leather-bound books Natalie collected. I was very curious about that gift. The title was: Faerie Portals. Her grandmother said, “I thought you could use that.” Natalie said, “Thank you,” but didn’t seem especially interested. She seemed a whole lot more interested in a leather jacket her parents had given her. 
 
    Natalie’s parents thanked us for the wine and appeared genuinely happy to receive it. 
 
    Natalie’s Gran was the sweetest. She smiled; her eyes twinkled. “Oh my gosh, you two are the best guests ever. How did you know this is my favorite kind of candy?” As if to demonstrate, she reached into the box, studied the assortment and extricated a piece from its paper wrapping. Placing it in her mouth, she bit down, cracking the holographic shell. For an instant, the shell showed itself to be chocolate and the inside to be orange marshmallow. Gran closed her eyes, “Mmmmm. Mmmmm. Mmmmm. That is scrumptious.” 
 
    It felt good to be appreciated, let me tell you. 
 
    After presents, Natalie, Kai and I were free to do as we pleased. We played a couple of board games, went for a walk and checked our grades on the computer. That was a mistake. I should have waited until after Christmas. It was as though I’d purposefully put a black widow spider in a Christmas stocking and reached my hand inside. Ouch! I’d poisoned the day. 
 
    I had all A’s and one B. Not that a B was bad in and of itself, but I did not deserve that B. It was in Biology. I had a doctor’s excuse for not dissecting the mermaid. Up until then, I’d gotten straight A’s in Biology. Dr. O’ Henery had obviously penalized me for getting out of the dissection. I was so pissed, I didn’t know what to do. I ranted and raved to Kai and Natalie for a bit, but then dropped it and shoved it to the back of my mind the best I could. I didn’t want to ruin everyone else’s day. I swear between creepy weasel-eyed Mr. Mhavryck Taylor back in Roswell and Dr. “Let’s Cut Up the Mermaids” O’Henery at Ocean View, I seriously hated Biology. I hoped to never take another Biology class for the entire rest of my life. 
 
    As I was getting changed for dinner—I’d decided to wear a red skirt and white silk blouse with a pair of flat black shoes I’d brought along in case we needed to dress up any time over vacation—the doorbell kept ringing. No one had told us we needed to dress up for dinner; but when I went downstairs, I was glad I had. 
 
    There were a lot of people there. Apparently, Natalie had a large extended family and they’d all been invited to dinner. 
 
    My anxiety and shyness kicked up a whole lot of notches. Being dressed up helped a little bit, but I still felt overwhelmed. 
 
    As I entered the living room, I searched for Kai or Natalie. I found Kai in my kind of spot: partially hidden against the wall next to the Christmas tree. She was so close to it, she was practically behind it. She was hard to notice, with all the shiny decorations and blinking lights that caught your eyes first. 
 
    She was dressed up, too, in a white dress and turquoise jewelry. I guess we’d both had the same instinct that dinner would be fancy. 
 
    “Hey, Kai. What’s happening?” 
 
    “Not much. Just hanging out, waiting for dinner.” 
 
    I was about to say, “Natalie’s got a big family, doesn’t she?” when a gaggle of kids went tearing past, shaking a branch filled with fragile decorations. Clink…clink…clink…It was a small miracle nothing slipped from the tree and broke. The kids were laughing and screaming. 
 
    And, then, Whoooooshhhh…a couple of ghosts went flying past us, chasing the kids. They were laughing as well. “We’re gonna get you!” The ghosts appeared to be teenagers. I could have totally imagined Brandon doing this. And then I remembered: things hadn’t worked out that well in his family. He would have never been able to do this. 
 
    A few minutes later, Natalie’s dad stepped into the room ringing a bell. Over the quieting din, he announced, “Dinner is served.” 
 
    Everyone filed into the dining room. There was a long table for the adults and two card tables, one for the teenagers and one for the little kids. Babies stayed with their parents at the adult table, of course. It was weird to realize that Kai and I were now part of the grown-up group. The teenagers seemed so young. 
 
    Natalie’s mom asked her to introduce Kai and me to everyone. I died a million deaths from embarrassment right then and there and turned, I’m sure, every shade of red in the universe. Lots of people said hi. I did my best to smile and nod and return the hi like a volleyball right back in their court of friendliness. 
 
    The good thing about big families, I learned that day, is there isn’t time to focus on any one person. No sooner had people greeted me than a baby started crying, his mom started fumbling for the pacifier he’d dropped, and a little girl threw a temper tantrum because another little girl had grabbed the exact biscuit she wanted out of the bread basket on their table, even though all the biscuits were exactly the same. 
 
    Once the kids were settled, dinner began in earnest. 
 
    That dinner seriously outdid all other dinners I’d ever eaten in my entire life. Not only was there a stuffed turkey, but also ham and a turducken. A freakin’ turducken. A boneless chicken stuffed into a boneless duck stuffed into a boneless turkey. I kid you not. It might sound like a Frankensteinian monstrosity, but I assure you it was not. It was the most delicious crispy-on-the-outside, juicy-layers-of-meat-on-the-inside creation you could ever imagine. Accompanying the meats were bowls and platters of all manner of delectable side dishes: macaroni and cheese (the little kids especially liked this), peas in curried sauce and bacon-wrapped brussels sprouts (to which the little kids said yuck and the adults thought, so much more for me then), scalloped corn, a hash brown casserole, mashed potatoes, gravy, a rhubarb spinach salad, cranberry sauce and homemade biscuits. 
 
    While we passed around the dishes and helped ourselves, conversation hopped from one topic to another. Politics, gossip about people they knew but I didn’t, popular TV shows, how the kids in the family were doing. Eventually, a strikingly beautiful woman filled a sudden break in the conversation. She had fiery red hair that fell in waves around her shoulders and lipstick and nail polish to match. She had dressed elegantly in a white woolen dress accented by a necklace and dangling earrings made from diamonds and rubies. She directed her statement to Natalie. “So, how’s everything going at Ocean View? Anything new with the missing children?” 
 
    Natalie’s mother had been reaching for the platter of turducken. Placing her hands on the table instead, she said, “Please, Nora. Not now.” 
 
    Oh, my word. That was Natalie’s Aunt Nora, her mom’s sister and the wealthy relative who’d donated money to Ocean View and used her influence to get the canning factory turned over to the newspaper club for management. 
 
    Nora laughed. Taking a quick sip of wine from the crystal glass in front of her, she replied in a controlled and dignified voice, “If not now, when? We’re all together here. We ought to discuss this while we are. Children are going missing. We’ve got to get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    Natalie placed her fork on the table and cleared her throat. Her voice trembled, something I’d never seen happen to Natalie before. She was usually as self-confident and dignified as her Aunt Nora. Nothing like family conflict to put a chink in the armor, I guess. Natalie said, “Our newspaper club’s publishing articles on it.” She looked in my direction. “Shade’s started an online forum with a post asking for any information people might have.” 
 
    I nearly choked on my turducken. Oh, no. Please, please, please don’t involve me in this. 
 
    Luckily, the conversation was swept away from me by the expression on the face of Natalie’s mom. If anger simmering in the eyes could cause laser beams to shoot out of them, Natalie’s Aunt Nora would have been turned into a pile of ash right then and there. 
 
    Nora responded to her sister’s body language. “What? Natalie’s obviously been working hard on this. We should talk about it.” 
 
    Natalie’s mom chose not to answer. Instead, she went into the kitchen to get another bottle of wine. Although it seemed like the perfect statement about an uncomfortable situation to bring out the alcohol, I don’t think that’s what she meant to do. An uncle had tried to pour himself a second glass of wine, but the bottle on the table was empty. She noticed and replaced it, probably glad for an excuse to leave the table. 
 
    While her sister was gone, Nora wrapped up the conversation. She said to Natalie, “All right. Your mom doesn’t want me to talk about this. Take a look at the portals, though, Natalie. I’m telling you, I think that’s where the trouble lies.” 
 
    At that, Natalie’s grandmother spoke up. In a tremulous old woman voice, she said, as though simply out to lunch and not following along, “Yes, yes, yes. The portals. I gave Natalie a book on portals for Christmas. It’s a nice one, too. All bound in leather with beautiful pictures inside.” Looking at me, she said, “You should take a look at that book, dear. You might find it helpful with your newspaper and forum work. Yes, take a look at the portals, dear.” 
 
    The silence that followed was so awkward, it was quickly filled with a whole bunch of different conversations started at the same time. 
 
    After the dishes were washed, we had peach flambé over vanilla ice cream and Christmas cookies for dessert. Everyone tried extra-hard to keep the conversation light and airy. Also, kind of frantic, if you ask me, as though everyone was trying to avoid a break where Nora could get a word in edgewise and ruin everything with politics. 
 
    After dinner, Natalie, Kai and I went up to Natalie’s room to talk over what had just happened. I asked if I could see the book that Natalie’s Gran had given her. It was beautiful and fascinating. Lots of beautifully illustrated paintings of faerie portals. Apparently, faeries traveled to and from Earth through faerie rings, stone circles, caves, wells and all manner of portal-shaped places. 
 
    Closing the book, I asked Natalie, “Are your Aunt Nora and grandmother suggesting we look at the faeries in regard to the missing children?” 
 
    Natalie looked out her bedroom window, as though wanting to evade my question. She looked scared. “Yeah. I think so.” 
 
    That’s the last we spoke of that over vacation. We mostly avoided the topic. We devoted ourselves instead to relaxing and taking time off. It’s as though we all knew deep inside ourselves that we needed to gather strength for what was coming next, once we returned to school. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 43 
 
    The first thing I did upon returning to campus was unpack my suitcase and set my beautiful new snow globe on my desk. Then I crawled into bed, closed the curtains securely around me and fell fast asleep. I dreamt of many fleeting things: me inside a glass globe happily watching snow fall from the heavens, doors of golden light opening upon thick forests and open fields, ocean waves washing broken shells onto shore, shapeshifters changing from wolves into fish. These were short haphazard images. There were no long, convoluted dreams and there weren’t any nightmares. I slept soundly and woke up rested. 
 
    Classes started the next day. I checked my emails right after breakfast. All my requested classes had been approved. I printed out my schedule and tacked it to the wall. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, Second Semester Sophomore Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday, Wednesday and Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals (Ghost Whispering Elective) 
 
    11:30 AM: Bowling (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: The Magick of Witches and Faeries (Ghost Whispering Elective) 
 
    Tuesday and Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Astronomy (General Elective, Science) 
 
    4:00 PM: Developing Interview Skills (Journalism) 
 
      
 
    I felt happy about that. There wasn’t any class I dreaded taking. In fact, I was excited about my entire schedule. I loved that once you got this far at Ocean View, you were allowed…actually, more than allowed, you were expected…to take classes on magical groups other than your own. I felt this was important. There was still so much I didn’t know and so much I didn’t understand. I wasn’t super-excited about the interview class, but I knew I needed more training in that area, so it was good I’d been approved for the class. 
 
    An email marked as important told me I had a couple of packages waiting for me downstairs, so after catching up on emails, I went to the mail room. I did indeed have packages. Five of them! 
 
    The first turned out to be the textbooks I’d asked my Aunt Hazel to send me. The other packages were Christmas gifts from her and my mom. Although I still resented what they did to me for Christmas, I had to admit the gifts were perfect. 
 
    My mom sent me a gorgeous one-piece bathing suit she’d purchased in the Caribbean with a matching wraparound skirt, both black and covered with turquoise and pink flowers. 
 
    Another box held some beautiful jewelry from my aunt—the kind that Natalie would wear, but not so rich or fancy-looking that I wouldn’t feel comfortable wearing it myself. There was a matching set—necklace, bracelet and earrings—made from silver metal and blue stones swirled with white and black lines. The card that came with them said the stone was Blue Crazy Lace Agate. I loved the stones, but the name made me pause. It sounded an awful lot like Blue Crazy Ass Agate. The perfect gift from my family, in so many ways. 
 
    The fourth box I opened held a gift from both my mom and aunt. A practical gift: a new set of bath towels. That was great, actually. My old ones were getting ratty. 
 
    The fifth box contained another gift from my mom and aunt: a flannel nightgown, pink with small white flowers, and a package of pink fuzzy slipper socks. That was great. I could certainly use them and they looked cozy. 
 
    I put everything away, then carried the boxes down the hallway to the recycling room. 
 
    Looking at my old textbooks after I’d arranged them neatly on the shelves, I thought: Now, that is the perfect symbol for the difference between Natalie’s life and mine. While she added another beautifully illustrated, leather-bound book to the collection on her side of the bookshelves, I added a bunch of old textbooks to fill some of the empty space on mine. 
 
    I decided I needed to do something nice for myself, something calming and strengthening for the upcoming semester. I called the phone number for the room where the sensory deprivation tanks were housed and asked if students were allowed to use them outside of class. The woman answering the phone said, “Absolutely. All students are entitled to use them as long as a professor hasn’t reserved the room for class.” I signed up to use a tank at 2:30 that afternoon. 
 
    Prior to the de-stressing I hoped to achieve, I called my mom and aunt to thank them for the gifts. The conversation didn’t go too badly, only because I hadn’t expected much before making the call. My mom raved about how fantastic the cruise was. To the old me, it would have sounded like she was rubbing my nose in something fun that she’d excluded me from. I would have wanted to rub her nose in how much better a time I’d had with Natalie’s family than I’d ever had with my own. But, you know what? I seriously didn’t have time for all the repercussions that would come from those kinds of statements, with my mom making herself out to be the victim and accusing me of being hurtful. I had things to do and no time for that. I’m more the adult than my mom would ever be…and probably my aunt, too. She could have scheduled the cruise for a different date or invited me to come along. Whatever. At least she kept my mom off my back, so I could live my life with a whole lot less aggravation. My conversation with my aunt was OK. At least she asked how I was doing and how Christmas break had been for me. I told her some of the highlights of being at Natalie’s: the huge Victorian house with secret staircases, the elaborate Christmas decorations, the incredible dinner. Aunt Hazel kept saying things like, “That’s fantastic!” and “Oh, wow!” and “That’s incredible.” She sounded happy for me, but who knows? I didn’t really know her all that well. 
 
    By the time I headed out to the sensory deprivation tanks, I was ready to de-stress. To relax both my body and mind, to regain focus from letting go of stress. 
 
    I climbed into the tank, accustomed to the experience after using them twice a week between Thanksgiving and Christmas with my VR class. Dr. Galbraith had explained that the purpose of the sensory deprivation tanks was to let the conscious mind go with all its lecturing, nitpicking and worrying. She said the unconscious mind could then lead us to greater insight and the relaxation would make us better able to focus afterward. She’d been completely correct about all of that, although I’d been extremely skeptical beforehand. 
 
    I placed the earplugs in my ears, hit the button to turn on the soothing blue light, then pulled the lid closed and slid into the water, floating on my back. 
 
    I closed my eyes and let everything go… 
 
    Behind my eyelids, I saw blue light spilling from open doorways…blue triangles floating in endless procession down through an especially dark night sky…snowflakes tumbling down, a face on every crystalline structure…then nothingness, until a bright sun shimmered against the night sky… 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 44 
 
    The first day of second semester classes brought some huge surprises. I felt like Alice after she’d fallen down the rabbit hole. Ocean View College had layers. Freshmen only saw the top layer. Sophomores were introduced to more. I shuddered to think what I might see in my junior and senior years. Even though I never backed down from a challenge, I didn’t feel that I was a particularly brave person at my core. At the very center of my being, I wanted nothing more than to slip into a cozy flannel nightgown and fuzzy slippers, sit by the fireplace and sip hot chocolate piled high with marshmallows or whipped cream. Instead, I was thrust into a world where ghost whisperers, merpeople, selkies, witches and faeries co-existed, without having any clear understanding of the politics involved. Alice down the rabbit hole, learning as I move along from one situation to another—sometimes making huge mistakes, but always learning. 
 
    My first class at 10:00 in the morning had such a fascinating title, it made it easier to get out of bed: Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals. That had promise. Our textbook was actually a leather-bound hardcover filled with beautiful illustrations, exactly like the leather-bound hardcovers on Natalie’s shelves that I’d envied all of last semester. I guess that’s how you got a collection like that. You simply advanced far enough at Ocean View where you gained access to more specialized information about the magical world. In Natalie’s case, she also came from a long line of ghost whisperers who’d handed down books to her. As far as I knew, I was the first in my family to have those powers. 
 
    Class was held in a building on the outskirts of campus. It was in a clearing surrounded by redwood forest. The setting was breathtakingly beautiful. The building itself looked like an old castle: all stone and turrets and metal-and-glass windowpanes. The property between the building and the forest had the appearance of a wild garden. Although there weren’t any weeds, wild grasses and wildflowers had taken over. 
 
    A path of stepping stones led from the edge of the property closest to campus up to a flight of worn stone steps. At the top of those stairs, a set of tall wooden doors led to the interior. 
 
    The inside had a feel of the medieval. Stone walls and steps, simple windows made from wavy glass panes divided by black metal rods. Stained glass windows here and there. Statues that in their seriousness sent a chill up my spine. Either they were supposed to be lost in thought or they planned to come alive and choke me to death. 
 
    My class was on the fifth floor. There was no elevator. Nothing but massive flights of stone steps with wooden banisters. Man, climbing all those stairs seriously ought to count for P.E. credits. On the positive side, it should force me into shape. I was totally out of breath by the time I found the classroom. 
 
    The class was smaller than my previous classes. Only twelve students. 
 
    An even dozen. I pictured us as recipe ingredients, large chickens or something, about to be added to a witch’s cauldron. Out here in the woods where no one would ever find us. 
 
    “Hey, Shade! How are you?” 
 
    I jumped out of my reverie and blinked a few times, trying to orient myself back to reality. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the person standing in front of me. She had hair dyed gray, streaked with pale blue, a metal stud beneath her lower lip. Her skin was smooth and dark. Did I know her? I had no memory of that. 
 
    Before I had to own up to not remembering her or tried faking my way through pretending that I did, she offered me a way out. “You probably don’t remember me.” She’d gotten that right. 
 
    I remained silent and waited for her to continue. 
 
    “I’m Evelyn Caldwell…Evie. I met you at the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner at our house…the Ghost Whisperers House.” 
 
    I searched my brain for the memory. Damn. She remembered me, but I didn’t remember her. So much had happened to me this year. My brain had apparently become overloaded with stuff. 
 
    I stared blankly. Like an idiot. 
 
    Thankfully, Evie picked up the conversation and let me off the hook. “Oh, of course you don’t remember me…” 
 
    Because I’m a moron? 
 
    “…I had my hair dyed since I first met you. I had my natural color back then: dark brown hair, in a ponytail. Oh, and I didn’t have any piercings.” 
 
    She looked at me expectantly. 
 
    I tried to act like a light bulb had gone off over my head. Truthfully, the lights were completely off upstairs. “Oh, right. I’ve had my hair streaked as well. I love yours. It looks great.” 
 
    Thankfully, Evie smiled. “I’m a junior. I forget…what year are you in?” 
 
    That made me feel better. At least she’d forgotten something. And her being a junior explained why we probably hadn’t crossed paths in the large house we lived in. 
 
    “Sophomore. I thought this might be an interesting elective.” 
 
    Evie rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Seriously. The more we know about the faeries, the better. Am I right?” 
 
    Suddenly, I remembered her. Clear as day. She was the student at the dinner at the beginning of the school year who’d made it very clear she didn’t trust the curtains the faeries had made for our beds. She seemed to have a real attitude toward the faeries. At this point, I didn’t trust most of the faeries either, at least not the pure-blood ones. “I think you’re right.” I smiled. 
 
    We grabbed seats next to each other at the back of the room. 
 
    Right before class was scheduled to start, a tall woman with hair so blonde, it was practically white, clear violet eyes and luminous skin walked into the room carrying a huge pile of leather-bound hardcover books. She was wearing a white cotton dress with lace sleeves and flat leather shoes. 
 
    Standing behind the desk, she surveyed the room as though sizing us up. She had a look in her eyes that made me think she was trying to figure out if we were worthy enough of her teaching to make it worth her while. 
 
    Leaning over toward me and cupping a hand around her mouth, Evie commented, “Faerie. I’d bet my life on it.” 
 
    The professor shot a look in our direction. Speaking of lives, if looks could kill… 
 
    Evie sat up straight and cleared her throat. 
 
    The professor quieted the room by simply stating, “All right, class. Let’s get started.” Turning, she picked a piece of chalk up from the wooden ledge at the bottom of a black-slate blackboard. Oh man, we were going old school. No smart boards here. In pink, she scrawled her name: Professor Nadette Fitzpatrick. Her handwriting was so gorgeous and ornamental, I’d call it calligraphy. Under her name, she added her office room number and hours. Her office was located on the first floor of the building we were in. 
 
    She strolled around to the front of her desk and sat down on the edge. “You’re going to learn a lot in this class. I’m a pure-blood faerie, so I know my material. Faerie circles and other faerie portals: I know where they’re located. You’re going to study information about the various types and memorize various locations on campus where they’re located. I’ll be taking you on several field trips to see what they look like in person. When I feel you’re ready, we’ll step through one of the portals and visit the faerie lands.” She gazed long and hard at us, as though daring us to complain or act scared. 
 
    I kept my fear under wraps. My heart was pounding away like the rapid nose twitches of a scared little bunny, but no one could see that. I maintained an exterior semblance of cool, calm and collected. 
 
    Professor Fitzpatrick threw her head back and laughed, as though she’d seen right through us or smelled fear among us. “Don’t worry. I’m Seelie. We’ll only be visiting the Seelie lands.” 
 
    Evie and I looked at each other. We shrugged our shoulders at the same time. 
 
    The professor swept her gaze once more across the classroom. No doubt trying to ferret out those too timid for the faerie lands. Then she returned to her place behind the desk. “Everyone grab one of these books. Maps are located in the front section.” 
 
    After we’d all grabbed a book, she started the first lesson: What is a faerie portal? 
 
    Turns out there are numerous types. All of them provide passage between Earth and the faerie lands. 
 
    At the end of class, we were given our first homework assignment: Read the chapters on stone circles and mushroom rings. Locate both in the real world on campus, using the maps at the beginning of the textbook handed out in class. Take photos of the ones you find. With an intense look in her twinkling violet eyes, Professor Fitzpatrick warned us: “If you manage to locate a faerie portal on or near campus…which trust me, you’re all capable of doing…do not step through it. I mean it. None of you are ready for that. Seriously. None of you. We’ll be visiting the land of the fae soon enough…together.” 
 
    OK. Message received. Do not step through the portals. Like I had any intention of getting any closer to the faeries than I absolutely had to. 
 
    As we walked down the stairs to the first floor, arms wrapped around our books, Evie said, “Was she throwing down the gauntlet, challenging us to step through those portals or what?” 
 
    A bolt of fear went through me like lightning. It took me a while to form words to respond. “No. I think that was a warning not to step through the portals.” 
 
    Icy fingers of fear grabbed me around the back of my neck, making my hair stand on end. Damn it. Now I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do: step through a portal or avoid them like the plague. I seriously did not want to fail this class. 
 
    Evie shrugged. “Oh, well. No need to take action right now. First, we have chapters to read and maps to study. God, I hate the faeries. You can never trust them to mean what they say.” 
 
    Half an hour later, I was in P.E. class—bowling this semester. I expected it to be kind of ordinary; but, nope, this was Ocean View. I traded in my sneakers for red bowling shoes. Well, kinda red. They had a blackish sheen rubbed into them from dirt. Hopefully, the previous borrowers hadn’t suffered from any kind of weird foot fungus or anything. I grabbed a bowling ball, a nice sparkly pink one light enough for me to lift, and sat down to wait for instructions from the professor. 
 
    She was a spunky, petite gray-haired woman who turned out to be a ghost whisperer. Dr. Bessie Sandoval. I wished I had her energy, although her enthusiasm for bowling got annoying within the first few minutes of class. 
 
    I had no idea how I’d ever compete with her skill level or that of a few other students, so I told myself exactly the same thing I’d told myself all through high school: Sports isn’t my thing; get over it. 
 
    As Dr. Sandoval explained the rules and scoring system, I wondered if that was really necessary. I mean, were there actually people in class who’d never gone bowling? I yawned a lot and daydreamed about my experience in the sensory deprivation tanks. 
 
    “Shade.” 
 
    I looked up to see the professor staring at me. 
 
    Oh, great. First day of class. I hadn’t been paying attention. 
 
    “You’re on Team 4.” 
 
    Ah, OK. Apparently, I hadn’t missed anything. 
 
    The girl who took her turn right before me and the one who took her turn right after me formed bookends around my abject failure as a bowler. 
 
    Sabra, brightening the room with her blue hair and arms sleeved in colorful tattoos, walked up to the spot where she was to throw the ball. While moving forward, she swung her arm gracefully backward and then forward, letting go at exactly the right moment. The ball wobbled a bit down the alley, but hit the pins exactly on target. 
 
    The guy keeping score for our team shouted: “Strike!” 
 
    Then it was my turn. I dropped my sparkly pink orb with an awkward forward motion. Thunk! The ball crashed down onto the wooden alley, turned right and zipped straight down the gutter. Points: zero. 
 
    Following me, a girl named Antonia with short black hair, eyelashes made longer and thicker with gobs of mascara and a half-shirt showing off her tight abs threw the ball kinda weird: straight back with her arm held stiffly, straight forward, then Thunk! I swore she’d get a gutter ball; but, nope, the ball veered to the middle and sailed straight down the alley, knocking all the pins down. 
 
    “Strike!” 
 
    By the end of class, I’d scored a total of 40 points. I’d earned the distinction of having the lowest score in class. Ta-da! 
 
    After the scores were tallied in all the groups, it turned out my team had the highest score, thanks mostly to Sabra and Antonia. 
 
    Until we didn’t. 
 
    Dr. Sandoval asked all the teams to gather at the far end of the room where there were tables and chairs. After we’d all found a seat, she totally shamed a few students and kicked them out of class. She read five different names. Sabra and Antonia were among them. “I told you at the beginning of class: No magic!” 
 
    That must have been when I was daydreaming. Well, not to worry. I wasn’t one of the students with magical skills. No ability to cast witch or faerie spells, no ability to shift into anything other than myself. 
 
    Sabra and Antonia looked shocked. 
 
    Antonia’s mouth hung open, a look of righteous indignation in her eyes. 
 
    Sabra raised her hand, giving me a chance to admire the artistry on her arm. I caught a brief glimpse of butterflies and snakes and the portrait of a child with dark soulful eyes. 
 
    Dr. Sandoval looked directly at her. “Yes?” 
 
    Sabra stood up. “I don’t have any magical skills. You must be confusing me with someone else. I’m just a ghost whisperer.” 
 
    Dr. Sandoval laughed. “Don’t treat me like I’m stupid. I’ve seen your type of trick before. You and a few others brought ghosts along to help you out today. Ghosts who were previous students. I see ghosts, too, you know. Out! And take your ghost buddies along with you. Oh, and Quentin Valenzuela?” 
 
    A cloud of mist formed next to Antonia. Brown eyes twinkled in the mist. Then a pudgy guy about our age wearing jeans and a T-shirt popped into view. “Yes?” 
 
    Dr. Sandoval smiled. “I see you’ve improved your game since the semester you took bowling here.” 
 
    The ghost chuckled. “I just push the ball all the way down the alley now. It’s much easier that way.” 
 
    Antonia shot him a glaring look. 
 
    The ghost disappeared. 
 
    Dr. Sandoval clapped her hands. “Class dismissed!” 
 
    After all that, I was totally exhausted. I grabbed lunch in a nearby café, then zoned out in my room until the next class on my schedule. 
 
    Good thing I rested up. Turns out The Magick of Witches and Faeries class was being co-taught by a wizard and a pure-blood faerie. What was it with pure-blood faerie professors this term? I felt inundated by them. The wizard was a tall guy with a bushy beard who reminded me of evil Santa. The faerie was an old guy with long white hair, a flowing white beard and skin that glowed despite his seemingly advanced age. He reminded me of Gandalf the White after getting a facial from Galadriel. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 45 
 
    Second day of second semester only included two classes: Astronomy, which is a general elective Science class for me, and Developing Interview Skills, a class toward my Journalism in a Broken World minor. 
 
    Dr. Daegan Zafir, the Astronomy professor, was supposedly a wizard. He was medium height, medium build, pretty much medium everything. Sandy hair, pale green eyes, fading freckles. He looked more tired than anything. I thought back to Mrs. Morgan, the powerful witch who’d completely transformed the sky after the shifter battle in which Kai’s mom was killed. She’d darkened the sky, replaced the stars with swirls of color and turned up the light from the moon as though it were a lamp. She’d worn a red silk cape on which embroidered snakes slithered around. This guy didn’t seem up to anything even remotely close to that. He seemed a walking example of the expression: Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach. Maybe that was a good thing. Mrs. Morgan had, after all, sliced open a bear with her fingernails, ripped out its heart and squeezed until blood dripped over the animal. I could totally deal with an Astronomy class in which we simply studied the night sky and real-world constellations without any spells changing stuff around. And I was excited to learn that some of our classes would be held at night, so we could go together as a class to study the night sky and view things through telescopes. That would be cool. 
 
    My Journalism class, Developing Interview Skills, was taught by a ghost whisperer, Dr. Cadenza Hirabayashi. She was Japanese, short with silky black hair that turned under at her shoulders and serious dark eyes. One of the assignments that screamed out at me from the list she gave us was to interview a pure-blood faerie. I’m not sure why it had to be a pure-blood faerie. I knew lots of students who were part faerie. In fact, I’d interviewed Maeve for my Journalism class last semester, Connecting with Sub-Cultures: Both Magical and Human Worlds. She was half-faerie, half-human and considered herself fae because of her special abilities. I loved Maeve. I’d interview her again in a heartbeat. 
 
    After giving it some thought, I figured we probably had to interview a pure-blood faerie because the assignment would require the journalistic skill of gaining access to a highly secretive group. On campus, if we wanted to interview a pure-blood faerie on their own turf, we’d have to gain access to their highly guarded compound. The kinds of skills required to complete this assignment would be ones we’d need later on if we were to pursue journalism as a career. Still, it sucked. I was not looking forward to this. 
 
    After class, I grabbed dinner in our house dining room and then headed upstairs, actually excited to do homework. Not for my journalism class, but for my Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals class. I finally felt like I was becoming more equal to Natalie. When I’d first met her, I’d envied her ability to own leather-bound hardcover books with their beautifully illustrated pages. I felt she was separate from me, a member of some esoteric class into which I’d never gain admission. And here I was, with my own brand new leather-bound hardcover book containing beautiful illustrations and maps. Maps showing the location of faerie portals, no less. Now, that was something! I wanted to delve into this as soon as possible. I felt privileged and lucky. 
 
    Before opening the book, I sat at my desk and studied the front cover. I ran my hands over the rough leather and the words imprinted in gold: Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals. The same title as the class itself. I flipped the book over to see the back. Nothing there but the leather itself. 
 
    Turning the book back around, I admired the golden edges of the pages. 
 
    Then I opened to the title page. Again, Faerie Circles and Other Faerie Portals, but this time in fancy letters scrolled in colorful ink. At the bottom of the page, there was a painting of a grassy area containing a circle of mushrooms. 
 
    I flipped past the publishing information and Table of Contents to get to the first chapter. There was a beautiful drawing of a stone portal in the middle of a forest at the top of the page. Chapter 1 was embellished in the same way as the book title: fancy lettering scrolled in colorful ink. 
 
    I wondered if Natalie even noticed these details anymore. We all had a tendency to tune out the repetitive. But to me, all these details were new and precious. 
 
    After letting out a contented sigh and relaxing into my chair, I started reading the first chapter. Turns out it was a long one. It included a collection of maps showing the locations in and around campus of numerous faerie circles and other faerie portals, along with information about each one. 
 
    I turned the pages back to the publishing page. The publisher was Ocean View College. That made sense. These portals were no doubt kept secret by the administration. Upper-level students became privy to the information. Once again, I felt a surge of pride. I didn’t exactly feel worthy, but I intended to prove myself by buckling down and taking this class seriously. 
 
    So, I had to find both a rock circle and a mushroom ring. After reading the entire chapter and looking over the maps, I studied the maps more closely to see which locations I might be familiar with. It was weird to think I might have walked past…or more concerning, through…such circles and rings without having any idea whatsoever that they were portals into the faerie world. 
 
    I went from calm and excited to nearly petrified in three seconds flat. Good Lord. Could you pass through into the faerie realm simply by walking across a faerie ring or walking through a circular rock formation? 
 
    Oh. My. God. Maybe that’s what happened to the missing kids. Kids were forever running and jumping and exploring, getting into everything. 
 
    Oh. My. God. Those faeries that Apple and I saw walking with little kids, holding them by the hand…Were they simply returning human kids who’d wandered into their realm? I’d become so prejudiced against the pure-blood faeries. Was it possible they were the good guys? 
 
    I looked out my window at the tree where the ghost girl lived and tried to calm myself by slowing my breathing. I got too worked up over everything. First things first. I needed to get my homework assignment done. I didn’t know squat about faerie rings or portals. It was obviously best for me to learn about them before jumping to conclusions about how they worked. 
 
    On the maps, I chose a faerie ring out in the woods and a rock portal down by the beach to locate in the real world. 
 
    Worried that I’d damage my gorgeous textbook by carrying it out to the woods or onto the sandy beach, I went downstairs to a room with computers and copying machines to make a copy. 
 
    I tried three times to copy the maps. Nothing came out but empty sheets of paper. At that point, I noticed a button with words blinking in red: Material cannot be copied. 
 
    I figured I’d ask Natalie about that later, but it looked like this was another safeguard to keep Ocean View secrets inside the Ocean View community. 
 
    First, I headed out to the woods along a path right behind my house. I shuddered to think I could take a walk right behind the place where I lived and slip forever into the faerie realm. 
 
    I seriously needed an off switch for my imagination. It hijacked my brain more times than was healthy for my overall mental health. 
 
    Half an hour later, I was rewarded by an impressive circle of smooth, buff-colored mushrooms. Their caps were crinkled around the edges in the same way that bakers crinkle the edges of pie crusts. Beneath the caps were rings of fleshy spokes. Held up by stems, the mushrooms reminded me of tiny open umbrellas. I imagined pocket-size pixies using them to stay dry in the rain. 
 
    Pulling out my cell phone, I snapped lots of photos. After photographing the ring itself from every possible angle, I took close-ups of several mushrooms. I planned to identify the type as part of my homework report. 
 
    Staring at the ring, I debated long and hard about stepping into the center. I felt the temptation to dance within the circle, I was so happy I’d found it. 
 
    I checked the time on my cell phone. It was getting late and I still needed to locate the rock formation on the beach. I checked an app on my phone for moon phases. Full moon that night, so I could search late into the night, but I really didn’t want to do too much exploring in the dark. 
 
    Taking one last look at the impressive circle of mushrooms, I headed down to the beach. 
 
    Although I wanted to use the steps behind my freshman dorm, I was worried about high tide flooding the beach there, so I found a staircase a short distance further on that led to a wider section of sand. 
 
    I always loved spending time at the beach. As I descended the flight of wooden steps, I delighted in the scent of saltwater-infused air, the gentle breeze ruffling my hair, the repetition of thunderous surf pounding against land followed by the shushing of sand-laced water running back to the sea. 
 
    Night had fallen. As the moon rose in the sky, it lit the edges of waves, giving the unsettling appearance of ghosts glowing within the liquid curves. 
 
    I used my cell phone flashlight to study the map and illumination from the moon to make my way along the beach. I stopped every now and again to admire stranded jellyfish flashing their bioluminescent colors against the sand or to study natural artwork created by strands of algae bent into strange shapes, green witches contorting their limbs to avoid the water that would melt them. 
 
    Finally, I reached an arch-shaped rock formation that you could step through like a doorway. I looked at the drawing in my book of the faerie portal. It matched in appearance one hundred percent. I turned my flashlight off and my camera on. I wished so badly that I had one of those new phones with the cameras that could take pictures in the dark without flash, but I could never afford one of those. For now, I only needed to verify that I’d located the rock portal. Flash on. Click. And… Click. Click. Click. Click. Click. And so on. I took a boatload of pictures. 
 
    When I’d captured enough images to feel satisfied I had a good one somewhere in the bunch, I studied the rock formation right there in front of me in the real world. At first, it framed the dark ocean rippled with moonlight. Eventually, it framed the moon itself, along with the light-infused sky and rolling waves. 
 
    I had that same urge to dance that I’d had back at the mushroom-edged faerie circle. 
 
    With my homework assignment completed, there was no longer any reason to hurry. 
 
    Suddenly, I heard the most haunting music. Like the ghostlike apparitions along the edges of waves, there were pale images of faeries dancing on the other side of the portal. They had tiny wings and bare feet and garlands in their hair made from flowers and seashells. 
 
    It was no doubt a trick of the moonlight. Perhaps moonlight bouncing off the edges of the rocks that formed the arch. 
 
    Curiosity got the best of me. 
 
    I stepped through the doorway. 
 
    The world as I knew it completely disappeared. In the blink of an eye, I was somewhere else. 
 
    I found myself in a forest clearing. The rock portal rose up from the grass on the opposite side of the circular clearing. I had no idea how I’d traveled that distance. Under a full moon, faeries fluttered their wings and danced. 
 
    Ready to join them, I put one foot forward. 
 
    Then something yanked me back to the beach I’d left behind. 
 
    It was a young woman with dreadlocks and a serious expression in her eyes. 
 
    I stared at her, feeling angry and confused. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m a senior at Ocean View College. I’m in charge of monitoring this spot tonight. It’s part of my graduation requirements. Every single year, sophomores and juniors step through faerie portals, despite all the warnings to the contrary. Did you get your photos of the rock arch?” 
 
    I’m sure I glared at her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, then be on your way.” 
 
    I felt pissed. She’d ruined an entirely great night. 
 
    As I trekked back down the beach toward the staircase leading to campus, I calmed myself by listening to the relentless cycle of power and stillness performed by the ocean. Roarrrrrr! Boooommm! Shhhhhhh… Roarrrrrr! Boooommm! Shhhhhhh… 
 
    The sound, however, did not have the same magnitude of allure as the faerie portal. The music on the other side of that doorway was as though the angels themselves had flitted down from heaven to play a tune and dance to its rhythm. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 46 
 
    By the time I got back to my house, I was exhausted. I climbed into bed, whipped the curtains closed and fell into a deep sleep. I had a horrible nightmare in which my picture was on a Missing Person poster nailed to a tree in the woods outside the ghost whisperers’ catacomb. Students kept coming by and shrugging as if to say, “Who cares?” 
 
    I woke up with a scream when a faerie with long metallic fingernails and empty sockets for eyes grabbed me by the neck and said, “We’ve got you now, sweetie!” 
 
    Natalie stumbled out of bed and came ambling over to my side of the room. “Are you OK?” 
 
    I rubbed my face. “Yeah. Just had a nightmare. I need to talk to you at some point, though, Natalie. I did something really stupid.” 
 
    Standing near the bookcase in a green nightgown and bare feet, Natalie looked groggy. “How stupid?” 
 
    “Ummm…As stupid as stepping through a faerie portal.” 
 
    Suddenly, Natalie looked wide awake, as though she’d been drinking coffee rather than stumbling out of bed half asleep. “Whaaaat?” 
 
    No turning back now. I explained what I’d done. 
 
    Natalie’s eyes grew larger and larger, clearly communicating the horror she must have felt. “You are sincerely lucky Ocean View has monitors now to guard the portals. Every single year, some naive underclassmen decide to step through the portals to see what happens. I just hope they don’t republish the textbooks without maps and discontinue those parts of the courses on portals. It’s important to know about them.” 
 
    I didn’t have a reply. Silence descended on the room so completely you could hear a pin drop. 
 
    Finally, Natalie said, “You have to interview a pure-blood faerie for your journalism class, don’t you?” 
 
    Well, that certainly seemed to come out of the blue. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    Natalie gave me what looked like a sarcastic smile. “How about I keep you out of trouble with that assignment? I have some friends who are pure-blood faeries. If you’d like to interview them, I can introduce you. You can even ask them about the portals, if you’d like. You can trust them. They’ll give you truthful information and they’ll let you know when they can’t comment on something in particular.” 
 
    I could hardly believe what I was hearing. I managed to say, “Sure. That would be great. Thanks.” Then I climbed back into bed and slept until my alarm went off. 
 
    When I came back to our room after my final class the following day, Natalie was sitting at her desk typing on her keyboard. She stopped as soon as I closed the door. Swiveling her chair around, she gave me a smile. “Hey, you have an interview at 6:00 PM tonight, if you want.” 
 
    My heart started racing and my hands got all clammy. “Tonight? With the faeries? The pure-blood faerie friends of yours?” 
 
    “Yup. Yup. And yup.” 
 
    My stomach suddenly felt like a container for a nest of snakes, maybe a nest of snakes being batted around by a bunch of cats. I reminded myself to keep it together. I had to do the interview or I’d flunk the class. Plus interviewing pure-blood faeries would help me grow both as a journalist and as a ghost whisperer who would one day work with all kinds of ghosts. “Great. Where are we meeting them?” 
 
    Natalie replied, “In the forest. The faeries have a special place where they like to hang out.” 
 
    The suspicious, nervous part of me reared its ugly head. I felt like a lamb going to slaughter. I thought all kinds of horrible things about Natalie. How well did I know her, anyway? She was from an old, traditional family with a lot of power on campus. She had pure-blood faerie pals. Their group had more power than anyone else on campus. Maybe I’d said something at Natalie’s house they didn’t like. Maybe I was going to be taught a lesson. 
 
    I tried my best to quiet that side of my mind, but I couldn’t completely. I tried to act friendly, even though I didn’t feel that way. 
 
    At 5:00, I ate as much dinner as I could force into my nervous stomach. It was like feeding the snakes that had taken up residence there, energizing them. 
 
    At 5:30, Natalie and I headed out to a section of woods on the far side of the pure-blood faerie compound. It was a long walk. We arrived before her friends. As they emerged from behind the trees, they made what I can only describe as an ethereal grand entrance. 
 
    Meeting Natalie’s faerie friends was at first like being introduced to models straight off the runway. All three had an unearthly beauty with the way their skin glowed. I don’t want to give you their names or too many details about them because I fear for their lives, but they were true heroes that day. 
 
    First, they answered all my interview questions for class. They gave such thorough, detailed answers, I was certain I’d get an A. We had to ask questions about their daily lives and special talents, examples of how they’d used spells and how they might use them in the future. 
 
    When I’d finished with the interview, Natalie said, “Shade would also like to know how faerie portals work. She stepped through one last night, although a monitor pulled her back.” 
 
    A red-headed faerie smiled. “You guys do that every single year. I don’t know why. It’s dangerous. It would be like taking a class on gravity, being told don’t throw yourself off the top of a building to test it out, then doing it anyway because you got that curious about gravity.” 
 
    That seemed unfair. Gravity didn’t seem half as fascinating as the secretive faerie lands. I kept my thoughts to myself. 
 
    The red-headed faerie smiled again. “We can take you safely through a faerie portal. You want to try it?” 
 
    Words escaped me. I nodded instead. 
 
    “OK. We’re going to show you a faerie circle and a dance that will transport us into the Seelie side of the faerie lands.” 
 
    I looked at Natalie with a questioning expression written all over my face. 
 
    Natalie nodded. Apparently, she was OK with this. 
 
    The faeries led us into the center of a small clearing where mushrooms formed a ring similar to the one I’d photographed the previous day. The flesh-and-blood faeries started doing the same dance the ghostlike faeries had done the day before. This time, Natalie and I were shown the steps. 
 
    The faeries grabbed our hands and accompanied us in dance. The faerie circle came alive with our steps and the most beautifully haunting music. 
 
    And then…We were in another place, a different clearing in a different forest with trees and flowers unlike any I’d ever seen before. Sparkles twinkled around the edge of the clearing, like tiny fireflies. And then a young muscular man came charging out of the forest on a beautiful white horse with a garland of lilac flowers around its neck. 
 
    I nearly fainted. My first thought was: He’s here to take me and Natalie captive and drag us off to wherever the missing persons are being kept. My second thought: You don’t put a garland of flowers around your horse’s neck when you’re about to kidnap people. This must be a knight in shining armor. Except he wasn’t wearing armor, only a flowing white shirt and tight pants. My next thought: What the heck? I have no idea what’s happening here. 
 
    The faeries who’d taken us captive obviously knew him. The faerie with white hair that sparkled as though sprinkled with faerie dust shouted, “Hey, Tom! Now’s not a good time.” 
 
    He gazed down at our group, lingering on my face and then Natalie’s for a bit. He chose his words carefully, in a way that seemed to fill the faeries in about an ongoing situation while keeping Natalie and me completely in the dark. “They’re at it again. The Unseelies. Their…need…ummm, their thirst…seems unquenchable at this point.” 
 
    The white-haired faerie answered him. “OK. We’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    In the blink of an eye, we were back in the forest clearing where we’d started. The faeries stepped out of the mushroom circle. Natalie and I followed. 
 
    The three faeries looked at each other. Finally, the faerie with red hair spoke. “Natalie, may we trust you?” 
 
    Natalie replied, “Of course. We’ve been friends a long time.” 
 
    I found that fascinating. How often had she been to the faerie lands, anyway? 
 
    The red-headed faerie looked off into the distance, as though grappling with how to phrase her next question. In the end, she went with blunt. “Can we trust your friend?” 
 
    Natalie said, “Of course.” 
 
    The faerie looked at me long and hard. I felt like an insect under a microscope. Then she spoke to Natalie. “We can help you with more than answering interview questions and demonstrating how faerie portals work for your college assignments. Have people gone missing from around your campus?” 
 
    A look of surprise washed over Natalie’s face. “Yes…” 
 
    Squeezing her lips together and furrowing her brow, the faerie looked away. She appeared to be trying to gather her thoughts. When she turned once again to Natalie, she said, “The Unseelies are dying. It looks like there’s a plague passing through their land. They seem desperate for new lifeblood. We’ve been guessing for a long time now that they’ve been kidnapping human children from your world. They opened up a new portal into your catacombs. We think that’s where they’re bringing the children from your world into theirs.” 
 
    The cat got my tongue for what felt like an eternity. If this was a test to see what I knew and then murder me to shut me up if I knew too much, I was dead. But the situation didn’t feel like that. The faeries seemed trustworthy and Natalie claimed them as her friends. In the end, I trusted my intuition. “I think I know where that portal is. I saw something and I’ve been confused ever since. It looked like faeries were walking through some kind of doorway at the far side of a catacomb pool, holding children by the hand.” 
 
    The faerie closed her eyes. She appeared troubled by what I’d said. “Well, it’s none of us. The Seelies aren’t involved in that. The Unseelies are evil; they do what it takes to survive. No doubt their queen demanded the children be exchanged for changelings.” 
 
    I’d never heard that term before. “Changelings?” 
 
    The faerie explained. “Yes. Creatures that resemble the missing human children, but not exactly. They’re usually quite strange.” 
 
    My heart raced. I thought of Mrs. Crawford’s neighbor and her wild child with the large misshapen head who had once been as normal as her well-behaved normal-looking twin sister. Was that wild child a changeling? 
 
    The red-headed faerie whipped around as though she’d heard something. Strong winds blew across the clearing, causing the trees surrounding it to bend and sway. I felt chilled to the bone. 
 
    The white-haired faerie shouted, “We have to go! We’ll be in touch.” 
 
    As Natalie and I made our way back to campus, she was uncharacteristically tight-lipped. She usually answered my questions. I asked what felt like an endless stream of questions. This time, she mostly answered, “I don’t know,” or “You’ll find out later, probably.” Finally, she turned to me and said, “Look. There’s obviously trouble in the faerie lands. The Unseelie are dying. That’s a very dangerous situation. Do your research. There are plenty of books on the Seelie and Unseelie faeries in the college library. They’re also discussed in your textbook for your class on faerie rings and faerie portals. But for God’s sake, don’t ever…and I mean ever…go stepping willy-nilly by yourself through faerie portals. If you end up in the Unseelie lands, especially right now, you’ll surely go missing and I’ll end up with a changeling for a roommate. The Unseelies are evil when they’re at their best. When they’re at their worst, they’re monstrous. And that’s all I’m going to say on the matter right now. Buckle down. Study hard. Learn your stuff and take warnings from your professors seriously.” 
 
    The phrase, Yes, mom, popped into my head; but there was no way I was going to say that out loud. I felt scared. I valued Natalie’s advice. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 47 
 
    For three weeks, Natalie mostly avoided me. She acted like nothing major had happened. She acted like she was just inundated with homework. Maybe she was, I don’t know. 
 
    Finally, one night while we were both working on homework, she came over to my side of the room. Her hair was tangled. Her eyes had dark circles under them accentuated by smeared eyeliner. Her bathrobe was disheveled, sliding off one shoulder, the belt untied. She had flannel pajamas on underneath. “Look, I can’t wait any longer for my faerie friends to contact me. I’m starting to think they’re not going to get in touch, that maybe what they did the day they took us through the faerie portal was to hint they needed us to help them out. A cry for help. I’m not sure our meeting with them started out that way, but something clearly freaked them out and they obviously need help. The Unseelies aren’t exactly kind to the Seelies. Can you show me where you saw the faeries moving children in the catacombs?” 
 
    I asked Natalie to give me a moment. 
 
    Stepping outside, I called Apple. I explained what had happened with the faeries and asked if she’d go with me and Natalie to the selkie pool. She didn’t exactly sound thrilled, but she agreed to go. 
 
    As soon as I got back inside, I negotiated a meeting time and place: the next day at 5:00 PM outside our house. Apple would meet us there. 
 
    As soon as I clicked off my cell phone, I explained to Natalie exactly where Apple and I had discovered the faeries with the children and described in greater detail exactly what we’d seen. 
 
    Natalie said, “Wow. OK, let’s make this a newspaper and forum story as well.” 
 
    That night, she organized the newspaper club to get right on the developing situation. She chose only club members she could trust to work on what we hoped would be an exposé. 
 
    The first thing she did was to place Inari on artwork design for the next forum. She wanted merpeople and selkies on top of the page and faeries along the bottom. She explained the situation with the pure-blood Unseelies and their changelings to Inari, then gave her artistic freedom to portray the ongoing war between people of the sea and people of the land. She wanted it made clear that the faeries were about to lose their dominance over everyone else. 
 
    The next thing Natalie did was call the president of the photography club and arrange to borrow three sets of cameras and zoom lenses. 
 
    By the following day, Natalie had three cool-looking cameras with long lenses. She, Apple and I would each have our own set to record whatever happened. 
 
    I felt petrified. I wish I could say I was brave and anxious to get started, but I wasn’t. I was only anxious. I knew this was something we had to do, something I’d never walk away from; but all I felt was terror. Pure-blood faeries were frightening. From what I’d heard about the Unseelies, anyone with an ounce of self-preservation should probably run as quickly as possible in the opposite direction. 
 
    I put my brand new bathing suit on under my clothes. I’m not sure why, but I think it was like that old warning attributed to moms that you should always wear good underwear in case you got hurt and had to go to the hospital or died and had to go to the morgue. God forbid a girl should ever be seen in shoddy underwear. Or in this case, a shoddy bathing suit. I don’t think I expected to survive spying on the faeries. Rather, I expected them to find us out with eagle-eyed vision, swoop across the catacomb pool and murder us. And to then grab our cameras and use them to record whatever horrors they inflict on idiots. 
 
    It seemed a longer walk than usual to the catacombs. I wondered if time expanded that way for prisoners on death row as they took their final walk to execution. 
 
    Dead man walking. 
 
    Dead Shade walking. 
 
    Time expanded into eternity. 
 
    When we finally got to the pool where Apple and I had seen the faeries coming and going, all that anxiety seemed wasted. 
 
    We’d trekked through the passageways of the selkie catacomb to the spot with the hidden rope ladder. We’d climbed that horrible swaying ladder, grabbed the metal rod to jettison ourselves down the slide leading to the pool area and, once there, looked around. Dark blue water surrounded by the pure white floor and multi-colored crystalline walls made for a beautiful scene. The stalactites hanging from the roof like chandeliers and whatever it was that twinkled through the space like fireflies added a sense of mystery and wonder. But the wall at the far end of the pool that had contained the opening we were now certain had served as a portal was nothing but a solid wall. No opening. No portal. No golden light. 
 
    Apple turned to Natalie and me. “Let’s do what Shade and I did last time. Let’s go swimming. That way, if the faeries come back, we’ll be hidden in the water.” 
 
    Natalie pointed out a major problem with that idea. “We can’t do that this time. We have to take pictures for evidence.” She looked around. Pointing to an outcrop of boulders, she said, “Let’s go over there. It’s perfect.” 
 
    For the next two hours, we did nothing but wait. It was the most boring two hours of my entire life punctuated by bouts of sheer terror where my hair stood on end and my heart threatened to jump ship and leave me behind. I started wondering if those twinkling dots of light were faerie spies. If so, that might explain the complete absence of faeries in that part of the catacomb. 
 
    Then, suddenly, golden light spilled from an opening in the far wall. 
 
    We shimmied up to place our elbows on a shelf right below the top edge of a large boulder. Bringing our cameras up to rest on the boulder, we zoomed in with our lenses. 
 
    This time, I could see exactly what was going on. It was exactly as we’d expected. 
 
    Faeries were moving in two lines. In one line, each faerie held two human children by the hand. Those faeries were walking through the portal of golden light into wherever they were taking the kids. In the other line, the faeries were exiting the portal holding two very strange-looking creatures by the hand. They resembled human children, but only in a grotesque kind of way. Some had puffy heads. They all had strangely distorted features and walked with a disturbing gait. 
 
    Natalie whispered, “Changelings. I’ve seen pictures of them in books. Those are definitely changelings.” 
 
    After we’d taken a slew of pictures, we remained frozen to the spot until the portals closed and the faeries left. Then we hightailed it out of there back to campus. 
 
    Natalie scheduled a meeting of the newspaper club members she’d invited to work on the exposé for the next evening at 6:00 PM in our room. 
 
    We worked that entire night. 
 
    At sunrise, we published everything: newspaper articles with photographs and a revised forum that included Inari’s new artwork and a post about the articles. Among the photos were close-up pictures of individual children’s faces. After hours of research, Natalie matched up some of those faces with pictures on Missing Child posters. She placed those in an article titled: Missing Children Now Located. She placed the pictures for which she didn’t have a match in another article titled: Do You Know Any of These Children? Are They Among the Missing? Inari had done an amazing job creating artwork that was bound to catch everyone’s attention. Along the top of the page, she had merpeople and selkies swimming in what appeared to be actual water. Along the bottom of the page, some rather beleaguered-looking faeries walked across a barren-looking surface carrying books. Along the sides, smiling children floated up to the sky, holding onto strings attached to brightly-colored balloons. 
 
    Within minutes of publication, shit started hitting the fan. 
 
    Our forum post about the newspaper article included a link, so that people could easily find and read the article. That post received over 200 comments within half an hour. There was a lot to wade through: tips on who the children might be, congratulations on our research, best wishes for the kids and their families, death threats against us, death threats against the faeries. We also had private messages from families showing us pictures of their kids that matched the photos in the articles. We referred them to the Ocean View administration. 
 
    Within an hour, we received a series of frantic phone calls from the administration. At first, they threatened to shut the newspaper and forum down. Eventually, they came to their senses. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 48 
 
    We waited an entire month to find out how the administration planned to deal with the problem. During that time, we handled all the comments and private messages coming into our forum and newspaper. We referred all communication from people claiming they knew the children in our photos to the administration. 
 
    One month after publication, we were called into the office of the President of Ocean View College. I tried to figure out what magical group she belonged to. Natalie said no one knew, but rumor had it she was a powerful witch. She looked professional: navy blue business suit with a pale green blouse, dark hair arranged in a tight bun, makeup perfectly applied. 
 
    Although the information she shared with us was mostly positive, she delivered it in a tone that suggested she was annoyed she’d gotten dragged into a difficult situation. It also sounded like she was admonishing us for sticking our noses where she felt they didn’t belonged. 
 
    The faeries who’d kidnapped the children had been sent back permanently to wherever they’d originally come from through a faerie ring portal. They were now banished from Earth. In addition, the pure-blood faeries had relinquished much of their power at Ocean View College in exchange for any of their group being allowed to stay. They’d also agreed, although not with any enthusiasm, for merpeople and kelpies to fill more administrative roles at Ocean View. 
 
    Ocean View was a special place on Earth where faeries could thrive. It was also a place that benefitted from many of their potent spells. It appeared to be in everyone’s best interests if the pure-blood faeries were allowed to stay as a magical group on campus, while the bad apples among them were banished. 
 
    Sickness had indeed spread throughout the Unseelie lands. A group of those now banished from Earth had hoped to cure their people with the energy and youth of human children. Changelings were their attempt to provide substitutes for the children they’d kidnapped, with the hope their parents would never know they’d gone missing. I have to say for such powerful beings, those faeries were awfully stupid. Changelings hardly passed for real children. Pod people, yes. Aliens, yes. Real children…ummm, no. The Ocean View administration enlisted a group of Seelie faeries along with a group of witches with a special talent for potions to work on finding a cure for the Unseelies. There was some urgency, as disease from the Unseelie lands could easily spread to the Seelie population and there was no knowing at this stage if it could affect other magical groups. 
 
    Apple called to let me know she’d heard from Mrs. Crawford. It turned out one of the missing children was indeed her neighbor’s daughter, Molly. The wild twin with the large misshapen head had been a changeling. Mrs. Crawford invited us to come over for the reunion of her neighbor, Mrs. Katherine Cole, with Molly. 
 
    We agreed immediately. The reunion was scheduled for that afternoon. 
 
    It was the most amazing family event I’d ever witnessed. 
 
    We traveled by Lyft to Mrs. Crawford’s, then walked with her over to Mrs. Cole’s. 
 
    The Coles lived in a large house with cedar shingles and a porch that ran all the way around it. The condition of the place was shocking…although maybe not entirely, considering two little kids lived there, one of whom was an untamed changeling, a combination that added up to more than double trouble. It was a lot to handle. There were signs that the property had once boasted gardens. Roses climbed trellises, but weeds followed closely on their heels. On the ground below, weeds had already choked out the kinds of flowers that needed tender loving care. 
 
    All of Mrs. Cole’s tender loving care had gone into Millie and Molly, although Molly would have none of it. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford rang the doorbell. After much longer than it usually took people to answer when they were expecting guests, Mrs. Cole finally opened her door. She was more disheveled than the first time I saw her. It was like she’d completely given up. Her hair was wild. So was the look in her eyes. She managed a tentative smile. “Come in, come in.” 
 
    We followed her into the kitchen. Dirty dishes were piled in the sink. The garbage can was overflowing; paper towels littered the floor beside it. 
 
    One of the twins, I assumed it was Millie, was sitting at the table coloring with crayons. Deep in concentration, she was working on a page in a coloring book. She looked up for a split second to see who we were, then returned to her project. 
 
    We heard a crash in another room. 
 
    Mrs. Cole stood up and started to run toward the sound, but Molly came running into the room screeching at the top of her lungs. “I crashed it! I broke anudder lamp! I like ta watch glass break. It broked into million pieces.” 
 
    Putting her hand up to her mouth, Mrs. Cole’s expression broke into a million pieces. She squeezed her eyes tightly shut. Tears streamed down her face. 
 
    The doorbell rang. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford jumped to the rescue. “I’ll get it.” 
 
    Mrs. Cole wiped her tears and tried to pull herself together. 
 
    When Mrs. Crawford returned, she was accompanied by a pure-blood faerie. The woman had glowing skin, lavender eyes and the thickest eyelashes I’d ever seen. And holding her hand was…Molly! 
 
    Mrs. Cole ran over, swooped Molly up into her arms and held her close. 
 
    Millie continued coloring. 
 
    The changeling hopped up onto the kitchen counter, grabbed a dish out of the sink and threw it on the floor. With a loud crash, it splintered into pieces. With her face tightening as though pulled taut by a vise, Mrs. Cole walked quickly behind Millie to shield her from the flying debris. She still had Molly in her arms. 
 
    The changeling let out a maniacal shriek of laughter. 
 
    The faerie walked calmly over to the changeling and grabbed it by the ear. “We’re leaving. Now.” 
 
    The changeling followed along obediently. 
 
    They walked together, the gorgeous faerie and her hideous changeling, out the front door. 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    One nightmare had ended. A family had been reunited. 
 
    Judging by the vacant look in Molly’s eyes, however, it would take time for Molly and her family to be healed and restored back to health. 
 
    Mrs. Cole thanked Apple and me for all we’d done. We promised to stop by from time to time to see how things were going. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 49 
 
    A few weeks later, and I’m thinking perhaps things were speeded up in order to deflect focus away from the changeling scandal, renovations were finished on the old canning factory. 
 
    The entire newspaper club was invited to the dedication ceremony. 
 
    I have to tell you it was absolutely amazing to be standing in the same yard where the merpeople had previously held their cremation ceremony to honor their dead, to honor those who had been slaughtered by workers in the canning business. It was incredible to stand in that yard above the beach where I’d previously been beaten by police who’d protected that business and that way of life. 
 
    The hands on the clock of time had moved. We were in a different time, a new era. 
 
    The yard was filled with flowers. There was even a beautiful garden with a stone bench. The administration was filled with words of praise for the newspaper club and the positive changes we’d brought to Ocean View. I doubt the entire administration felt that way. In fact, I knew they didn’t. But those who felt differently remained quiet. 
 
    After the dedication ceremony, we toured the canning factory. A new plaque had been placed above the arch-shaped blue door. In scrolling letters, it announced: The Castle by the Sea. 
 
    Inside, there was plenty of room for meetings and for quite a few students to live there when they needed shelter from the emotional storms on campus. The two bedrooms and the bathroom upstairs had been completely renovated. Pale blue paint with white trim and colorful quilts and curtains made these spaces feel safe and calming. The basement had been divided into meeting rooms and bedrooms. The main floor was stunning. The beams in the front hallway had been replaced with brand new ones. The floors had been re-covered in brand new hardwood, slightly darker than the original. Couches and chairs, tables and lamps and brightly-colored cushions made the large first-floor room and the smaller living room feel like wonderful places to work and accomplish things. The kitchen had granite countertops and lots of cabinets filled with pots and pans and dishes. 
 
    Apple moved into one of the bedrooms in the basement. She had a safe place to live now. The first thing she did was order photographs of the ocean and a beautiful painting of selkies swimming beneath the sea and hang them on her walls. 
 
    The newspaper club started holding our meetings in the main room on the first floor. At our first meeting there, a freshman student brought up a painful topic. We’d been blinded by the shiny renovations, seeing only the safe place the building now provided to the people of the sea. “However,” this student pointed out, “we’ve now completely erased the history of this place. Future generations of students will never know what happened here. As Winston Churchill once said, ‘Those who fail to learn from history are condemned to repeat it.’ We don’t want to ever repeat the kinds of things that happened here.” 
 
    Natalie went to the administration with our concerns. Apparently, they did want to whitewash history, to completely erase what had occurred at the canning factory in its original heyday. 
 
    We knew exactly what to do. We’d gotten good at this, at forming the resistance to traditions that just weren’t right. 
 
    We collected money from the members of our newspaper club. We purchased lots of picture frames, using most of them to display the photographs we’d once published of the mermaid remains discovered inside the canning factory. We used other frames to display typed descriptions of merpeople we’d identified as having been killed there. We hung these on the walls throughout the building. We also purchased two metal statues, one of a mermaid, the other of a merman, and placed them in the garden. In front of them, we placed a metal plaque that read: 
 
      
 
    MEMORIAL 
 
    To all the beloved merpeople murdered at this spot, 
 
    May you rest in peace. 
 
    And may your future generations know nothing but fairness and equality. 
 
      
 
    Then we photographed everything and placed the pictures in an article thanking the administration for their generosity in renovating the canning factory. What were they going to do? Take down the framed pictures and remove the memorial in the garden? They knew we’d just publish a story about it and make them look like monsters. 
 
    For the first time in a long time, I had tremendous hope for the future. The possibilities for change seemed limitless. 
 
    Registering for junior year classes, I decided to step outside my comfort zone. I signed up to spend my second semester of the following year abroad—more specifically, in Romania, working alongside vampire hunters. Apparently, they use ghost whisperers to communicate with those referred to as “the undead.” Not all vampire hunters kill vampires; those are the ones Ocean View works with. 
 
    I could hardly contain my curiosity. Did the undead have ghosts? Or half-ghosts? If so, did they seek out ghost whisperers? 
 
    I have to admit I felt more than curious. I also felt scared to death. Let’s hope that isn’t an accurate premonition of things to come. 
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    Dear Reader, 
 
    I hope you enjoyed this fourth book in the Shade series. When choosing books, people often make decisions based on the recommendations of others. If you enjoyed Shade and the Pure-Blood Faeries 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 Vampires of Romania, Shade spends a semester abroad in Romania. There, she encounters the undead: vampires, strigoi and moroi. Shade and the Vampires of Romania (Shade Series Book 5) can be found here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B08F1Y5W3H 
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