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   CHAPTER 1 
 
    Heading off to college at the beginning of our senior year brought a mix of emotions for both Kai and me. We were excited to be seniors. We were also incredibly scared to be seniors. At the end of the year, we’d be kicked out into the world to practice our magical skills: ghost whispering for me, empath or shaman for Kai. Ocean View College administrators assumed we’d be properly prepared. We weren’t sure about that. Of course we could apply to the college’s graduate or medical school programs if we wanted to, and I was still considering both. Having my future this vague and undecided was disturbing. My mom and Aunt Hazel had told us we could both go back to their house if we wanted to, but Kai and I felt that would be admitting defeat before ever stepping out into the adult world. I wasn’t sure being an adult was all it was cracked up to be, but it was the only real step forward. 
 
    We’d received our roommate assignments and schedules early this year, a month before school started. Our I.D.s came in the mail, same as usual. 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. We didn’t need to check in at the administration building this year. We just had to sign in and pick up our room keys at an office in the house where we were assigned. The perks of being a senior, I guess. 
 
    I was thrilled when I saw my roommate assignment. Carrie was going to be my roommate again this year! After everything we’d been through together in Romania last semester, this felt hugely comforting. We’d even been assigned the same room as last year: Room 58 on the fifth and top floor of the Ghost Whisperers House. This return to the familiar was exactly what I needed. 
 
    I spent the trip to campus mostly staring out the bus windows, my mind preoccupied with little more than worry and repeated attempts to concentrate on the scenery to calm myself down. 
 
    I also spent time looking over my schedule. It looked great. I had no complaints. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, First Semester Senior Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Real World (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpies (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Journalism for the Magical World (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Careers in Ghost Whispering (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Real World (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpies (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Journalism for the Magical World (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Careers in Ghost Whispering (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Real World (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpies (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
      
 
    I looked out the window as our final bus crawled around the bends of that narrow, winding cliffside road that brought us down to the beach where we’d hop onto the ferry for our final leg of the journey over to the island where Ocean View College was located. I usually felt terrified. This year, it didn’t faze me. After everything that had happened in Romania, I figured we’d all survive. The Ocean View drivers made this trip a bazillion times. We’d all be fine. 
 
    When we finally arrived on campus, Kai and I hugged each other, then headed off in different directions: Kai to the Empaths House and me to the Ghost Whisperers House. 
 
    Since I didn’t have my keys yet, I used the black metal door knocker shaped like a ghost to knock on the door. A student I had never met answered and let me in when I showed her my I.D. 
 
    Stepping into the house took my breath away. The main entrance was stunning, the impression made even stronger after being away for the summer. I studied the chandelier hanging from the ceiling with its crystal ghosts whirling about and the gorgeous Oriental carpet in the middle of the hardwood floor. 
 
    After a moment taking it all in and letting my gaze drift to the opposite side of the room where the wooden staircase with the scenes carved into its sides led upstairs, I turned right, going down a hallway to get to the office where I was supposed to sign in. 
 
    A young Black woman wearing a yellow skirt suit smiled as I entered the room. She asked to see my I.D., then handed me the sign-in sheet. Yellow gemstones on her silver earrings caught the light, twinkling as she turned her head. Tapping keys on a keyboard after I signed in, she looked at information on the screen in front of her. “Looks like you have Room 58, top floor. And your roommate is Carrigan MacKenna.” 
 
    “What?” It took me a moment to remember that was Carrie’s birth name. “Oh, right, Carrie. Yeah, we were roommates last year. That’s great.” 
 
    The woman smiled again. Grabbing a couple of keys from a board on the wall behind her, she handed one to me. “This is your room key.” Giving me the other one, she said, “And this is your key to the front door. I hope you have a great semester.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I hurried upstairs, anxious to get settled. As I pushed the black metal key into the door lock, there was a flash of blue light and the sound of multiple locks opening one after the other. I always thought that was the coolest thing. It felt like magic. 
 
    When the door swung open, I was greeted by a sight for sore eyes. “Carrie! I’m so happy to see you!” 
 
    She jumped up and ran over to me, giving me the biggest hug. “We’re roomies again!” 
 
    “Best thing ever!” 
 
    Carrie had taken the same side of the room she’d had last year, which made me happy. Since our room was at the end of the hall and my half of the room had the wall next to the outside, my section was guaranteed to be quieter. Carrie looked great, dressed as usual according to her own unique sense of fashion. She was wearing a purple dress with a bright pink stretchy long-sleeve shirt and matching tights. She’d tied a purple ribbon around her wild red hair and applied eye shadow that accentuated her green eyes. Her freckles stood out against her pale skin. 
 
    She sat back down in her desk chair. “So how was your summer?” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “You ready for this year?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Yeah. Same here.” 
 
    It was such incredible small talk, but it helped bridge the gap between our experiences in Romania and our return to a normal semester, or at least a more normal semester. At Ocean View, things rarely turned out to actually be normal. 
 
    I headed on over to my side of the room. I really loved this space. I had a king-sized canopy bed with white lace curtains made by the faeries and the same type of quilt as last year: hunter green, decorated with willowy black trees with golden leaves. A large wooden desk with scenes carved into the legs sat in front of an old-fashioned lattice window. To the right, light saturated the colors in a beautiful stained glass window. I had a fireplace, a couch and reading chair and my own bathroom. Two sets of bookshelves placed back to back ran almost the entire width of the room, dividing it into two separate sections. 
 
    I felt at home. 
 
    After unpacking my suitcases and setting up my desk and bathroom, I asked Carrie if she wanted to head over to the bookstore. She said that sounded like a great idea. 
 
    Over at the bookstore, Carrie and I got the best surprise. One of the things on our list of books and school supplies was a crystal orb for our Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb class. Carrie’s mouth dropped open when she saw them on the shelves. “Wow, those are gorgeous!” They really were. They were flawless, nothing like the crystal ball assigned to me in Romania for my Introduction to the Crystal Ball class—the one with so many scratches, it was hard to peer inside it. 
 
    After ringing up my purchases, the guy working the register reached under the counter to grab velvet boxes in an assortment of colors: red, gold, green, dark blue and purple. “What color would you like?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “For your crystal orb. What color would you like?” 
 
    I chose the purple one. 
 
    Reaching under the counter again, he pulled out a gold metal stand, placed it in the velvet box, then carefully placed the orb on the stand. Closing the lid and securing it with a latch, he placed the box in a bag with handles that would make it easier to carry. 
 
    It felt like my birthday. Even though this was a purchase for one of my classes, it felt like the best birthday present ever: a crystal orb and its golden stand inside a velvet box. I had to admit the semester was off to a very good start. 
 
    That night, we had the Day of the Dead Homecoming dinner at our house. Since I wasn’t on any of the senior year committees for helping out, I just got to enjoy it same as usual. Carrie and I headed down to dinner dressed in our customary way: casual. The weather was chilly that night, so I put on a pair of jeans with the blue and green tie-dyed sweater I’d bought from a local artist in Romania, in one of the stalls beneath Bran Castle. Carrie put on a stretchy long-sleeve shirt covered in flowers underneath a white pair of bib overalls and clipped two barrettes twinkling with fake diamonds on either side of her head. They looked great with her red hair. 
 
    This year’s dinner was fantastic. Carrie was seated at my table. When the ghosts came flying into the room, it turned out Mrs. Hampton was also seated at our table. I was so happy to have the chance to talk with her! 
 
    As we sat eating our food from the china plates painted with little blue ghosts around the rims, using the silverware engraved with ghosts and drinking from our crystal goblets, we talked about all kinds of things. 
 
    I introduced Carrie to Mrs. Hampton who wanted to know all about our time in Romania. 
 
    Dinner was beef Wellington made from filet mignon wrapped in incredibly delicious pastry. We’d each been given a small sterling silver gravy boat filled with brandy peppercorn sauce along with a sterling silver ladle to smother the beef Wellington and garlic mashed potatoes in further deliciousness. Vegetables were buttered peas and carrots. 
 
    I looked over at Mrs. Hampton’s ghost food which looked like blue holograms until she cut into them, revealing the ghost version of our dinner. “It was so much fun when you brought ghost food into our Day of the Dead and Other Ghostly Celebrations class to taste last year.” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton smiled, the lines around her green eyes crinkling in her cloudy ghost form. She had on the pearl necklace she usually wore, along with a pleated dress. “I’m so glad you enjoyed that. And I must say, I love being able to eat at these dinners.” 
 
    A ghost named Mildred piped up from across the table. “Amen!” She waved her fork at us, more or less using it as a pointer finger. “Get-togethers back here on Earth were always awkward and difficult when we weren’t able to eat or drink. That’s such a big part of every celebration, am I right?” 
 
    Mrs. Hampton finished chewing the bite she’d taken of her holographic beef Wellington. “Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. For sure. I’m totally enjoying this!” 
 
    Carrie and I shared some of what had happened in Romania. Mrs. Hampton listened attentively. When we finished, she reached out and held our hands. “You girls are very brave. I’m so glad the ghosts of those you helped appeared to you, Shade. They owed you that.” She smiled at Carrie. “I hope you have the same opportunity for closure. Not only does that help the living, you know, it truly helps those of us who have passed on as well.” Releasing our hands, she got a faraway look in her eyes. At that moment, the servers came dancing into the room to the tempo set by the kettle drums. Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Boom-Boom! Carrying silver trays with silver domed lids, each waiter placed them in front of a person or a ghost, then lifted the lid and dance-walked back to the kitchen. 
 
    Dessert this year was coconut cake with confetti icing. And by confetti icing, I mean Ocean View’s wild and crazy version. Every time we cut a bite-size piece of cake with our fork, an explosion of candied confetti went off above the dessert. At the same time, the ghosts painted along the rim of our plates appeared to take flight, zipping around the edge for one circular lap. It was mesmerizing and fun. The cake was delicious; the icing was pure ambrosia. 
 
    We made a lot of toasts that evening: the living with bubbly apple cider, the ghosts with their bubbly pink drinks. 
 
    After dinner, Mrs. Hampton gave me a big hug, enveloping me in her cloudy embrace. “Have a wonderful senior year, Shade. You’re destined for great things. Do the work you need to do, but remember to also take some time out for yourself. You’re doing fantastically well, whether or not you realize it.” 
 
    Wiping tears from my eyes, I told her how wonderful it was to see her again. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    I could hardly wait to see the rest of my friends. Since all my friends who’d gone away on foreign exchange programs had been overseas through the end of last semester…well, except for Carrie…and then gone straight home for the summer, I hadn’t seen most of them for a very long time. We made plans to get together the next evening. Annie was invited as well. She’d decided to sign up for the foreign exchange program in Japan second semester and was looking forward to talking to Kai about her experience. Carrie and I invited everyone over to our room. It had been far too long since we’d hosted a get-together at our place in the Ghost Whisperers House. 
 
    It was chilly that night, which worked out well, since we were able to light both of our fireplaces. It reminded me of one of the things I’d found most comforting in Romania: sitting in my living room with the flames dancing and logs crackling in the fireplace. Having two going at the same time was magical. 
 
    We set food and drinks out on both of our desks. We served cheese, salami and crackers on two separate platters. We’d bought some incredible devil’s food cupcakes filled with chocolate mousse and topped with chocolate buttercream frosting, which we set out in two separate bakery boxes. We added bowls of candy and lots of soda. 
 
    Apple arrived first. She looked fantastic. When I’d first met her as one of my suitemates freshman year, she’d been so happy and chill. The attack on her original seal skin had changed all that. Although having the operation to make Mrs. Crawford’s seal skin her own had certainly helped, Apple’s semester in the selkie foreign exchange program in Bali seemed to have worked wonders. Her face was radiant. Her curly red hair was lustrous and long, falling to her shoulders. Her eyes twinkled and she smiled so much, it was infectious. 
 
    Dakota, Trinity and Summer arrived together. They had a serious, more mature air about them. That made sense to me. Dakota had been studying witchcraft in Mexico. Trinity had been in the shapeshifters’ program in China. Summer had been in the shapeshifters’ program in Africa. I had to believe advancing as a witch or shapeshifter would be quite a serious undertaking. 
 
    Maeve and Li seemed more lighthearted. Maeve, half-faerie and second generation from Ireland, had taken part in the faeries’ foreign exchange program in China. Li, half-faerie and third generation from China, had taken part in the faeries’ foreign exchange program in Scotland. 
 
    Annie arrived last. She seemed both excited and nervous about her decision to go to Japan second semester as part of the foreign exchange program for empaths. 
 
    Once everyone had arrived, Carrie started music up on her computer, beginning with her favorite playlist. 
 
    Everyone began filling their plates and cups on Carrie’s side of the room, then wandered over to my side to add extras. Then everyone got comfortable, sitting on my couch and chair and on the floor. We’d basically formed a circle, which made it easy to talk. 
 
    Annie spoke first. “Hey, everybody. I decided I’m going to register for the empaths’ foreign exchange program in Japan next semester. What did you think of it, Kai?” 
 
    I remember when I’d first met Kai in Roswell, New Mexico. She’s Native American. Her hair had been done in braids and she’d had the saddest brown eyes. She no longer looked sad, just serious. During the summer at my house, she’d decided to have her hair cut short. It looked great. “Well…” Kai took a sip from her cup. “I’d highly recommend it. There’s a meditative aspect to it. We stayed at a Buddhist monastery, which was awesome. We visited quite a few temples. We learned meditation techniques and how to restore our energy through them. But we also had to deal with some difficult situations, as Ocean View requires we help out in each country we go to. In Japan, we helped people who had been affected by the meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. At the Seirinji Temple, which is located in the Fukushima town of Matsukawa, we worked alongside the monks who were helping victims of the disaster restore their lives. It was difficult and heartbreaking; but as time went on, I found it rewarding. Does that sound like something you’d like to do?” 
 
    Annie’s face fell as she listened to Kai describe her experience helping victims of the power plant meltdown. Only her eyes remained animated, lit with intense concentration. Annie had been through a lot. I hoped she’d be OK if she went to Japan. She absentmindedly picked up a cracker from her plate, then set it back down. “That sounds intimidating, but it sounds like it was balanced by meditation and Buddhism. I’d like to try it.” She paused. “Yeah, I’d definitely like to try it. It sounds like meaningful work.” 
 
    Li changed the subject, which I think Kai appreciated. 
 
    When I’d first met Li back in freshman year, she’d had long braids, much like Kai. She’d also changed her hairstyle. Falling to her shoulders, her natural brown hair had been streaked with purple and blue. As Li spoke, the awesome trail of blue and white stars tattooed across her forehead moved up and down in response to her changing facial expressions. She was quite excited as she addressed me. “Shade, you had asked me if I’d encountered anything to do with the kelpies.” She looked around the room to include everyone in the discussion. “Scotland was gorgeous. We got to stay in a beautiful castle. We saw the Loch Ness Monster, which was super cool.” Li turned her attention back to me. “We did experience some trouble caused by the kelpies, though. They seem to be a tragically overlooked magical group. They’re confined to a very small area on the globe, only existing in the lochs and pools of Scotland. There’s a group of kelpies, the Blue Men of the Minch or storm kelpies, who are confined to an even smaller area. They exist only in the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. The kelpies are an incredibly angry and destructive group, but no one seems to know if there’s a reason for that. Everyone we met in Scotland told us that’s just how they are: they’re dangerous and can’t be trusted. I’d love to see our newspaper club look into that. While our group was in Scotland, the kelpies caused a lot of havoc with the weather and the storm kelpies sank a ship.” 
 
    I liked the idea of having our newspaper club research the situation. “We should definitely have the newspaper club look into this. Thanks for the suggestion. I’ll probably have a boatload of questions for you.” 
 
    Li said she’d be happy to answer any questions I had. 
 
    Maeve spoke up next. Her blue eyes were clear and sparkling, her freckles pronounced. “Like Li, I took part in the faeries’ foreign exchange program, but in China.” Smiling, she looked over at Trinity. “I actually ran into Trinity when we were sightseeing at the Great Wall. Let me tell you, that place is impressive. I highly recommend visiting it if you ever get the chance. For the rest of the time, I was placed in a country village where we trained under some powerful local faeries. I learned a lot. We practiced glamouring, which can be very helpful.” 
 
    Trinity chuckled. She had dyed her hair lavender, which looked great against her black skin. A small diamond twinkled in her left nostril. “I have a funny story to tell you guys about the Great Wall of China. I walked it once in my human form, and once as a mouse.” 
 
    There were lots of comments. “No way!” and “Whaaaaat?” Stuff like that. 
 
    Summer laughed. She was Latino, and also a shapeshifter. Her luxurious black hair fell to her shoulders; she had large silver hoops in her ears. “We did some really cool shapeshifting in Africa. I managed to change myself into a lion while on safari.” 
 
    Apple put her hands on her cheeks, reminding me of the guy in The Scream. “No way! Do you have a death wish or something? A lion on safari?” 
 
    Summer laughed once again. “It was fine. We went on safari during the day and saw lots of lions. When we were safe back at our campground at night, I tried shifting into one of them. I was thrilled when it worked.” 
 
    Apple shook her head. “Oh, man, I don’t know…” 
 
    Dakota spoke next. Her blond hair had a frizzy, messy look, which worked great for her. “I got to practice witchcraft in Mexico. We trained under this incredibly powerful witch. She taught us to make all kinds of potions and how to create different kinds of fireballs. Here, look…” Turning her hands over so that her palms faced upward, she created balls of fire in different colors, one after the other. 
 
    Summer said, “That is so cool!” Everyone agreed. 
 
    Dakota explained. “Each color is a different temperature; but more importantly, each color does something different.” 
 
    Apple asked, “Like what?” 
 
    Dakota turned the fire in her left hand orange and the fire in her right hand blue. “Can someone give me two glasses filled with water?” 
 
    I jumped up and got them for her. 
 
    “Now, watch…” Aiming her right hand toward one of the cups, making a quick forward motion as though slapping the air, she hurled the blue flame into the water. “Look…” The water had frozen. 
 
    We all Oooohed and Ahhhhhed over that. That was pretty darn amazing. 
 
    Repeating the gesture with her left hand this time, Dakota caused the water in the other cup to boil. 
 
    Again, we Oooohed and Ahhhhhed. That was so incredibly impressive. 
 
    Apple talked about her foreign exchange program next. “My trip abroad was quite different from the rest of yours. It was very relaxing and peaceful in Bali. We did a lot of sightseeing. My assignment was to talk with young selkies about the opportunities here at Ocean View College. Having selkies here is kind of new, so the college sends us out as recruiters. It was just what I needed. I got to swim with selkies, which was an incredible amount of fun. It helped me reconnect with my selkie life. We also learned how to affect the weather, but only in limited ways. I managed to create a waterspout far out in the ocean, which was very cool, but I had to extinguish it before it did any damage.” 
 
    I asked if anyone wanted more food. Trinity and Maeve hopped up to get cupcakes. Then Carrie and I explained what had happened in Romania and how quickly we were rushed back to main campus. Everyone listened intently, expressions of concern flitting across their faces. 
 
    When we were done, there were lots of comments like, “Wow,” and “That’s crazy.” Summer asked if we were OK. Carrie and I looked at each other. I said, “Mostly. For the most part, I’m OK.” Carrie nodded. “Same here. I’m mostly OK. There was a lot of preparation for what we experienced, so that helped.” 
 
    Seated on the floor, Trinity placed her paper plate in front of her. It had nothing on it but crumbs and an empty cupcake wrapper. “Can we see the artwork binders you found, the ones made by Daisy?” 
 
    I said, “Sure.” I got up to get them. 
 
    Everyone pored over the artwork, spending extra time looking at the real-life portraits of the ghosts who had approached me in Romania and their daughters. Florina cel Mare and her daughter Florentina. Lăcrămioara Dragavei and her daughter Luminița, whose name meant little light. 
 
    I shared how their ghosts had appeared to me, along with the ghost of Sister Apollonia, down at the beach after I’d been sent back from Romania at the end of last semester. 
 
    Carrie put her arm around me. “That hasn’t happened to me yet, but I hope it does. I still have a lot of loose ends, emotionally, from Romania. I’m glad you got some closure.” 
 
    Dakota raised her cup of soda. “Hear! Hear!” 
 
    Everyone raised their cups in a solemn toast. 
 
    I was so glad we had that get-together. It drew us closer together than ever before. We’d been scattered to the four winds last year with all the different countries we’d gone to. Only Annie had remained on main campus and only Carrie and I had gone to the same place, but we came back together more united than ever before. I hoped that meant we’d keep in touch after graduation and remain friends for the rest of our lives. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    First day of classes was interesting. 
 
    My first class of the semester was a great way to get back into the swing of things: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb. I could hardly wait for this class, and it did not disappoint. The professor, Dr. Brândușa Sala, was an older woman, heavyset. She was also an empath from Romania! Her hair was thick and dark, no doubt dyed, slicked back away from her face with a slight flip at the ends. Her thick eyebrows had been turned dark with what appeared to be eyebrow pencil. She was wearing bright red lipstick, matching nail polish and a subtle shade of pink blush. Her outfit was a bold choice: a dress covered in a crazy kaleidoscopic pattern of green and blue triangles outlined in black. 
 
    She sat at a desk draped in velvet cloth, mostly gold with black and red designs. On the cloth sat a beautiful crystal orb on a golden pedestal. 
 
    When everyone had arrived, she closed the door. Standing in front of her desk, she leaned against it until she was more or less sitting at the edge. Her lecture was interesting. She told us the future was never written in stone. Therefore, the crystal ball could only show us the most likely future scenarios, which only had a chance of happening if significant changes weren’t made to events unfolding at the time the crystal ball was consulted. For example, in matters of love, the crystal ball might suggest that a relationship was about to end. However, if the couple improved things that were making that result imminent, the future would change and the relationship could very well survive. “There’s actually a theory in physics called the multiverse theory. It suggests that our universe is only one of an infinite number of universes, and that there are different versions of ourselves and the paths our lives take within the separate universes. You make a certain choice in one universe, but you’re making different choices in the other universes. There’s a universe for every choice you even think of making.” 
 
    That blew my mind. In one universe, I could become…I mean, I will become…a practicing ghost whisperer. In another, I’ll go to the medical school for Ocean View students and become a doctor. It’s too bad we weren’t aware of what was happening with all the versions of ourselves in all the different universes, although maybe our minds couldn’t handle that. Our selves would probably never feel cohesive. They’d be like the kaleidoscopic pattern on Dr. Sala’s dress: intersecting images that never coalesced into a single portrait of ourselves. We’d never have one reliable self-image we could depend on. 
 
    Dr. Sala told us a couple of exciting things toward the end of her lecture. If we took Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II next semester, we’d get to work with a crystal ball enhanced by modern technology. It allows you to take photographs of the images inside it that we use to predict the future. The class would teach us how to interpret the photographs, similar to the way psychologists interpret patients’ responses to the Rorschach test. She had me at “a crystal ball enhanced by modern technology.” I was definitely signing up for that course as soon as registration opened for next semester. 
 
    Journalism for the Real World made me so incredibly happy. It brought me back to my roots, to something that had helped save my life before I’d ever realized I was a ghost whisperer…or that ghost whisperers were even a thing, for that matter. Mr. Hoffman back in my junior year of high school, in Creative Writing class…He’d made an announcement that everyone in that class was eligible to work for the school newspaper. Everyone who volunteered got a laptop computer! That was quite a thrill for me. My family had so little money, but I finally had a shiny new laptop. That was awesome. Finding out that Annie—who was at that time the “starry-eyed girl,” both for her optimistic dreams for the future and the contact lenses she wore with red stars at their center—had also signed up to write for the school newspaper was also awesome. I’d gone on to work for the local paper, The Daily Buzz. Journalism had helped me find meaning in my life. 
 
    The professor teaching Journalism for the Real World was Dr. Waylan Hammond, a thirty-something guy with thick brown hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He was both energetic and enthusiastic about journalism. He described it as an important and necessary way to shine light in dark places. That was true. I’d discovered it to be true both in high school and here again at Ocean View College. He was an empath, which I imagined helped him in journalism. 
 
    Kelpies class was taught by Dr. Fergus Abernathy. He was young, mid-thirties, had red hair and blue eyes. The first day of class he wore gray pants with a white shirt and loafers. He was a shapeshifter from Scotland. That seemed such a boon. I hoped he’d have firsthand information about the kelpies. Unfortunately, his first class wasn’t particularly interesting. It felt more like a biology or anthropology class in which the kelpies were classified and described, but with a complete lack of empathy or understanding of them as people. I hoped things would get better as the semester progressed. We did have a class discussion, which livened things up a bit. I mentioned the project I’d designed for my Introduction to Maps class the previous year. Dr. Abernathy didn’t seem interested, but some of the other students did. 
 
    The second day of classes was great. 
 
    Journalism for the Magical World was taught by Dr. Morwenna Moore. Her eyes were violet and she had long black hair. She was half-witch and half-faerie, had a degree in Journalism from Ocean View College and had written for popular newspapers within the magical community. I couldn’t wait to learn how to write for the magical community and to read some of their newspapers! 
 
    Careers in Ghost Whispering was taught by Dr. Jacquelle Gardner. She was a ghost whisperer, which was fantastic, since she’d have firsthand knowledge about a subject that was incredibly important to me with graduation looming so close. She was a short Black woman with serious eyes and an air about her that suggested she’d seen a lot of things. I think that’s something that happens to ghost whisperers. Some days I felt like I’d already seen enough of the troubling aspects of the world and I was only a student. 
 
    During the second week of classes, I received an email from Dr. Vera Whitfield who’d been my Student Advisor for the Romania Foreign Exchange Program last year, asking to meet with me. I felt nervous about this. I hoped nothing worse had happened in Romania than what I already knew, and I hoped I wasn’t in trouble for anything I’d done. 
 
    Taking the elevator up to the third floor in the administration building and stepping out onto the long carpeted hallway, I experienced an anxiety-fueled illusion that the hallway was stretching out farther and farther in front of me as I walked toward Dr. Whitfield’s office. It was like traveling through an optical illusion. 
 
    Finally, I reached the door with the metal plaque on which the following was engraved in black letters: 
 
      
 
    Vera Whitfield, Ph.D. 
 
    Student Advisor for the Romania Foreign Exchange Program 
 
      
 
    I knocked. 
 
    “Come in!” 
 
    I opened the door slowly. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield gave me such a warm smile, it seemed everything was OK. She was as impeccably dressed as ever. She was wearing a black-and-white pinstriped skirt suit with a white silk blouse and a necklace made from black and white stones. She had on dark pink lipstick with matching nail polish. She’d changed her hairstyle to a more natural Black one with an awesome cascade of corkscrew curls. She waved her arm toward the chair on the other side of her desk. “Sit, sit. Would you like some water?” 
 
    I remembered how comforting that had been when I’d met with her last year and suddenly felt faint after she told me that balaurs were real and she’d seen two of them in Romania. Ha! That seemed so long ago. Of course balaurs and a whole lot of other monstrous creatures were real. “That would be great. Thanks.” 
 
    Pulling a paper cup from the package in her desk drawer, she filled it with water from the pitcher on the shelf behind her and handed it to me. “So, I hear quite a lot happened during your internship in Romania.” Her face took on a look of tremendous concern. Once again, I hoped I wasn’t in trouble. 
 
    “Yeah, it was intense.” 
 
    Dr. Whitfield offered a fleeting smile. “I heard from Dr. Gheata.” 
 
    My heart started beating too fast. My hands started shaking. I rested the cup of water on my thigh and held onto it, to keep it from spilling. I didn’t say anything, although I’m sure I communicated a boatload of fear with my eyes and the tension in my face. 
 
    Dr. Whitfield continued. “She thanked us for sending you and the other students to Romania. She said you did an incredible job helping the people in her country, Shade.” Concern settled onto her face. “She wanted me to tell you that it turned out the sick people in the village you tried to help had been bitten by bats. Those bats were vampires. The vampire hunters went in and…handled the situation.” 
 
    Placing the cup of water at the edge of her desk, I covered my face with my hands and started sobbing uncontrollably. A dam had broken. That poor little boy with the horrible rash and curly hair who I swore I’d seen move after he’d been pronounced dead. All those other sick people… 
 
    Dr. Whitfield waited until I stopped crying. 
 
    Finally, I used my sleeve to wipe the tears from my face. “I’m sorry. It’s just that…those people…there was this little boy…” 
 
    Dr. Whitfield handed me a box of tissues. “I know. I completely understand. It was a terrible situation, but you helped bring comfort to those people. And you helped take care of the situation at Saint George Church. That was a horrible situation where the vampires and strigoi had free reign, for generations. Inexcusable. We’re very proud of you here at Ocean View, Shade. I wanted to make sure you knew that.” 
 
    I wiped another stream of tears from my face. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.” I placed the box of tissues back on Dr. Whitfield’s desk. 
 
    “Dr. Gheata will be sending you an email. She wants to know if you’d like to have the souvenirs you left behind shipped to you.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, that would be awesome.” Those souvenirs were from a much happier time in Romania, when we were simply sightseeing and I’d purchased fun souvenirs for my friends and family. 
 
    I left Dr. Whitfield’s office with emotions swirling around inside me like a tornado. I felt devastated imagining what had happened to that village when the vampire hunters went in. On the other hand, I felt happy that I could get the souvenirs I’d purchased and then give them to everyone for whom I’d bought them. 
 
    When I got back to my room, I checked my email. One of the most recent was from Dr. Gheata. 
 
      
 
    Hello, Shade, 
 
      
 
    I hope you’re doing well. I’m so sorry you were affected by the tragedy that befell our area of Romania while you were here. The vampires are incredibly destructive and unpredictable. I and the other staff here in the Ocean View village where you stayed want to thank you from the bottom of our hearts for everything you did to help us. 
 
    On a lighter note, I wondered if you’d like me to send you the souvenirs you had purchased and left behind. 
 
    Please stay in touch. 
 
      
 
    Kind Regards,
Dr. Gheata 
 
      
 
    I answered immediately. 
 
      
 
    Hi, Dr. Gheata, 
 
      
 
    Thank you immensely for your kind words. I’m glad I was able to help out. You were a great teacher and mentor and your country is beautiful. I met so many awesome people there. It breaks my heart what happened in the village where we tried to help those sick people. To think an entire village could be bitten by vampires is devastating. I thought you’d like to know that the ghost of Sister Apollonia appeared to me, along with the ghosts of the people I was supposed to help: Lăcrămioara Dragavei and her daughter, Luminița, and Florina cel Mare and her daughter, Florentina. They thanked me, which meant the world to me. 
 
    I’d love to have my souvenirs shipped to me. Thank you so much for offering. 
 
      
 
    Best Wishes,
Shade 
 
      
 
    Carrie entered the room shortly after I sent the email. I heard her tapping on her keyboard. A few seconds later, she walked over to my side of the room. “I just got an email from Dr. Gheata. I assume you did, too.” 
 
    “Yeah. I did.” 
 
    Tears streamed down both our faces. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    Logging onto Ocean View’s Homework Site, I found some nice surprises. 
 
    For Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb class, I had to look into the future for five different people using my crystal orb and write up a summary of what I saw for each person. 
 
    For my Journalism for the Real World class, I had to write four in-depth articles about important events happening in the world. Piece of cake and something I thoroughly enjoyed. I did this all the time for the newspaper club. Writing newspaper articles was basically part of my DNA at this point. 
 
    For Kelpies class, we needed to write a research paper on the lives of kelpies and hand it in by the end of the semester. I was thrilled about this. The assignment gave me a reason to look into something I was already curious about. And it turned out there was a separate section of a campus library devoted to books and papers on the kelpies! That sent chills up my spine, as it brought back disturbing memories of the special libraries in the Saint George church and monastery in Romania. I did find incredibly valuable information there, however. I was excited to see what I could find out about the kelpies. 
 
    For Journalism for the Magical World class, we had to do the same as for my real-world journalism class. We had to write four in-depth articles about important events happening in the world, but this time in the magical world. I knew at least one of my articles would be about the kelpies. 
 
    For Careers in Ghost Whispering, we had to meet with our student advisor to discuss options following graduation. This assignment made me nervous, as it confirmed the fact I’d soon be leaving the comfort of Ocean View campus and stepping out into the real world. I knew, however, that it would be extremely helpful to have guidance on this. 
 
    I started in right away, first making a list of people to ask about helping me out with my crystal ball assignment. Then I made lists of topics to research for my journalism classes. 
 
    The people whose futures I decided to seek inside the crystal ball were: 
 
    1. Carrie (doing this with my roommate would be a great time-saver) 
 
    2. Annie 
 
    3. Kai 
 
    4. Apple 
 
    5. Li 
 
    The topics I chose to write articles on for my real-world journalism class were: 
 
    1. Fires in California (This was important to me, as my family now lived in California.) 
 
    2. Post traumatic stress disorder or PTSD. (This was also important to me, as I suffered from a mild form and I had friends like Annie and Apple who had suffered from more severe forms.) 
 
    3. Animals under threat of going extinct. 
 
    4. Scotland (I figured I’d research Scotland and write about something important going on there, which would give me more insight into the country where the kelpies live.) 
 
    I chose these topics for my magical-world journalism class: 
 
    1. Kelpies: why are they restricted to such a small geographical area? 
 
    2. Similarities between ghost whisperers and empaths. 
 
    3. The dangerous political power of faeries. (I was afraid to actually write about this, as I didn’t like the idea of being the object of their revenge.) 
 
    4. The importance of creating greater equality between magical people of the land and magical people of the sea. 
 
    After making these lists, I checked online to see when the first meeting of the newspaper club would be held. Next Wednesday, 7:00 PM. I added that to my calendar. Since this was my last year at Ocean View, I’d decided to be super-organized. I’d actually purchased a physical daily planner at the bookstore to mark things down in addition to using a virtual calendar, so I wouldn’t miss anything important. 
 
    Lying down on my bed, gazing up at the canopy, I thought about how I’d been able to have a major impact through the newspaper club, bringing greater equality to the magical groups from the sea, and how we’d been able to solve the mystery of the missing children. I decided this year I’d do my best to find out if the kelpies were being confined against their will and if so, how our newspaper club could help them. 
 
    My phone pinged. It was a group text sent by Apple to everyone who’d been at our get-together the other night: hey, guys. what do u think about us getting 2gether to share meals we cook from the countries where we had our foreign exchange programs? annie, ur invited 2. Everyone replied that was a great idea; it sounded like a lot of fun. Annie volunteered to make a Japanese dish, since she was planning on going to Japan next semester. We scheduled this for Saturday night, 8:00 PM, at Apple’s place, The Castle by the Sea. She said she’d reserve the kitchen and large table in the main room on the first floor. I volunteered to make sarmale (cabbage rolls) with balmos (basically cheese polenta) and the amazingly delicious vargabéles or sweet cottage cheese noodle pie. I might have been biting off a bit more than I could chew (Ha! No pun intended.) but I really wanted to share these foods with my friends. Plus I looked forward to tasting them again. I figured I’d cook all day Saturday. It would be totally worth it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Carrie and I cooked and baked all day Saturday, using a kitchen in our house that was available for student use. Everything turned out great. 
 
    Carrie made pork goulash which looked and smelled heavenly. The sauce was a bright red color from the paprika, tomato paste, tomatoes and red peppers. She also made Plăcintă cu mere or sweet apple pie, which filled the kitchen with the mouthwatering aroma of apples and cinnamon as it baked. 
 
    I made the sarmale and balmos, as well as the vargabéles. The sweet cottage cheese noodle pie smelled and looked amazing, its shiny egg-brushed pastry covered in sugar. 
 
    Carrie borrowed an insulated picnic bag from a student down the hall and we carefully placed the dishes we’d made inside. 
 
    Each of us holding one of the handles, we carried the bag the entire way through the forest to get to Apple’s. It was heavy, but we couldn’t wait to share the Romanian food with our friends. I tripped over a rock at one point, but caught myself just in time before I let go of the handle and ruined the dishes that would have gone slipping and sliding inside the bag. 
 
    Carrie and I had a wonderful time on our walk, chatting with each other and enjoying the forest all around us. The sight of tall evergreens soaring up into the sky, their piney scent surrounding us, the splashes of color as birds swooped through the area, the scampering sounds of small animals moving through the underbrush along with the distant sound of ocean waves crashing against the shore filled my heart with joy. 
 
    As we neared the edge of the forest, Carrie said, “It’s good to be back, isn’t it? I can’t wait to see what everyone made for dinner tonight.” 
 
    And then…we stopped in our tracks. 
 
    On the grounds outside The Castle by the Sea, next to the garden with the metal mermaid and merman statues and the special memorial plaque for those who had been slaughtered, a terrifying situation was unfolding. Two enormous grizzly bears were standing up, facing each other, growling and swiping at the air with monstrous paws. One batted the other’s nose, eliciting a low, grumbling roar. 
 
    I nearly fainted. It’s a miracle Carrie and I didn’t drop the insulated bag. I actually thought of leaving it there on purpose and hightailing it out of the forest before the bears caught the scent of food and turned on us. 
 
    Suddenly noticing us, one of the bears dropped to the ground and took a few steps in our direction. The other followed suit, forgetting all about whatever dispute they’d been having. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, everything changed. 
 
    With the sound of bones and muscles snapping, the bears morphed into…Trinity and Summer. 
 
    At that point, everything swirled in front of me. I came very close to passing out. I suddenly realized exactly how terrified I’d been. Too much adrenalin had coursed through my body. My muscles had tightened, leaving me with a crick in my neck and a spasm in my right leg. 
 
    Summer laughed and smiled as she walked toward us. Her image contrasted sharply with that of the bear I’d thought was going to maul me to death. She’d pulled her long dark hair up into a ponytail, which showed off her silver hoop earrings. She was wearing the sunniest yellow halter top with white jeans. “Hi, there! I’m soooo sorry. We were just practicing some of the things we learned in our foreign exchange programs. I didn’t see you guys in time to shift back.” 
 
    Trinity came up beside her. I felt disoriented, trying to adjust to the figures in front of me. My body was still on high alert, telling me I needed to respond to growling bears. Like Summer, Trinity was smiling. Her lavender hair looked great. I imagined the bear she’d been a few minutes ago covered in lavender hair, which disoriented me even further. “Soooo sorry, guys! We totally planned to shift back before anyone saw us.” 
 
    I tried to get a grip on myself. I forced a smile. Putting a hand on my chest, I let out a huge audible sigh of relief. “You totally scared the crap out of me!” 
 
    Carrie piped up next to me. “Yeah. My knees are shaking.” 
 
    Trinity pointed at our bag. “It’s impressive you didn’t drop that. I can’t wait to see what you brought.” 
 
    I tried to make a joke, but it just came out as a statement of fact. “Yeah. I actually thought of dropping it and running away. I was scared to death the bears were going to smell it and come charging after us.” 
 
    Trinity and Summer looked at each other. Trinity said, “Nah. I’d rather eat inside, with plates and utensils. We’re civilized bears.” 
 
    Summer made a Yogi Bear joke. “We’re smarter than the av-er-age bear!” 
 
    Trinity joined right in. “Just love those pic-a-nic baskets!” 
 
    I laughed in spite of myself. So did Carrie. The jokes helped bring me back to the present reality, which was way better than the situation a few minutes earlier. 
 
    As we passed by the garden with the statues of the mermaid and merman, I paused in front of the metal plaque that said: 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    “I felt sure Carrie and I were going to end up needing our own memorial plaques.” I felt immediately embarrassed making a joke like that, considering the horrific things the merpeople had suffered. “I’m sorry. That isn’t funny. The history behind that plaque is awful.” 
 
    Trinity put her arm around me. “It’s OK. Let’s go inside. Everyone else is here. I can’t wait to get started on this meal!” 
 
    When we reached the clubhouse, Summer opened the door. As I stepped inside, I saw our friends in the living room off to the right. Apple jumped up from the chair closest to the fireplace. “Hey there! How are you?” She came over and gave me a big hug. 
 
    I said, “I thought we were meeting in the big room and using the kitchen.” 
 
    Apple waved her hands in the air as she talked. “Well, Dakota has a little surprise for us and this seemed the perfect place for that.” She turned around and winked at Dakota. “Here, let me show you where you can put the food.” Arching her eyebrows and looking at our bag, she added, “That looks heavy.” 
 
    Dakota was a witch. After the heart-stopping surprise from the shapeshifters in our group, I hoped this one would be a bit milder. 
 
    Apple led us over to a buffet table covered in a lace tablecloth. It was filled with covered dishes, as well as pitchers of drinks, stacks of glasses, porcelain dishes and bowls and silverware. A crystal vase filled with a profusion of colorful flowers sat at the far end. 
 
    As soon as Carrie and I had finished placing our food on the table, Apple put a card in front of each of our dishes that said: Romania. Turning around, she clapped her hands together. She seemed incredibly happy, and delighted to be hosting an event at her place. “OK, guys, I guess we’re ready to begin. Dakota?” 
 
    Standing up from the couch, Dakota flattened the creases in her flowered skirt. She walked over to the buffet and looked at the assortment of food. “OK. I guess I’ll go country by country. Let’s start with this end…Japan. Which is Kai’s and which is Annie’s?” 
 
    Kai and Annie went up to the table and pointed out the foods they’d made. 
 
    Dakota said, “Now, I need to know the best way these foods are served: hot, warm, room temperature, or cold.” 
 
    Dakota took notes as Kai and Annie told her the best temperatures for the foods they’d made. She turned back to the room. “Now, I need the same information from each of you. Let’s go straight down the table. Next is…Africa.” 
 
    After all of us had provided the information requested, Apple said, “OK, now Dakota’s going to show you something she learned as part of her foreign exchange program for witches in Mexico.” 
 
    Dakota looked nervous. “This is one of the most handy, practical things I’ve ever had the opportunity to learn. I can now regulate the temperature of balls of fire and ice to heat or chill food.” She laughed. “Hopefully, I won’t ruin our dinner.” 
 
    Speaking of balls of ice, I swear I felt one form in the pit of my stomach. Carrie and I had worked soooo hard on the foods we’d prepared. I’m sure everyone else had, too. I looked around the room. At least I wasn’t alone. Everyone looked like they had something uncomfortable lodged in the pit of their stomach. Dakota looked even more nervous, like she was on the verge of brain freeze or something. 
 
    Dakota turned her right hand over. An orange flame ignited on the surface of her palm. Turning around, she dropped the flame into a large ceramic bowl. “Ah, it worked.” She looked surprised, but I think it was probably more relief than surprise Dakota was feeling. “Kai’s Kitsune Udon soup is now heated to its proper temperature.” 
 
    We all clapped. That was amazing! I totally wished I could do that. 
 
    Dakota went straight down the table until she reached Carrie’s and my dishes, turning everything the proper temperature. We clapped each time Dakota demonstrated her mastery over fire and ice. When she finished, we all went up to the buffet table to fill plates and bowls with an incredible assortment of food and to pour drinks into our glasses. We were also able to grab a pamphlet created by Apple. It had the names and descriptions of all the foods we’d made, which would be a great souvenir from the evening. 
 
    Just check out this amazing buffet… 
 
    Kai had, of course, made the Kitsune Udon soup which contained Udon noodles and deep-fried tofu flavored with soy sauce. She’d also made Shokupan or Japanese milk bread loaf. 
 
    Annie had done her research to come up with an authentic Japanese recipe. She’d made something called a Hiroshima Okonomiyaki pancake. It consisted of the following layers from bottom to top: a pancake made from Okonomiyaki batter, fine bonito flakes, cabbage, tenkasau or crunchy pieces of deep-fried flour batter, scallions, bean sprouts, pork, yakisoba noodles, fried egg, Okonomiyaki sauce, and seaweed flakes. That was eleven layers! *[See footnote #1 at end of book.] 
 
    Apple made chicken sate lilit, which is chicken marinated with coconut and spices, then grilled and served wrapped around sticks. *[See footnote #2 at end of book.] She also made bubur mengguh, a porridge topped with spices, shredded chicken, roasted peanuts and celery. Apple told us, “Bubur mengguh is served at traditional festivals and ceremonies in Bali, so I thought it was perfect for our get-together tonight.” *[See footnote #2 at end of book.] 
 
    Trinity made shredded chicken in garlic sauce and salt and pepper tofu, following authentic recipes from China for both. My favorite was the shredded chicken in garlic sauce. That was amazing. *[See footnote #3 at end of book.] 
 
    Maeve also made authentic Chinese recipes. She made beef with snow pea stir fry and curry beef dumplings. *[See footnote #3 at end of book.] In addition to that, she made a large pot of rice for anyone who wanted it. 
 
    Summer made Key Wat, a spicy stew from the African country of Ethiopia, with spicy pilau rice from Tanzania. It was definitely spicy, but delicious. *[See footnote #4 at end of book.] 
 
    Li made a really interesting recipe, unlike anything I’d ever had before: pot roast of Scotch lamb meatballs and caramelised onions, parsnips and kale. She made potatoes to go with it. *[See footnote #5 at end of book.] 
 
    Dakota made Carne con papas, or beef stew with potatoes. She also made a Mexican dessert: chocolate milk pie, which was scrumptious. *[See footnote #6 at end of book.] 
 
    Before we started eating, Trinity and Maeve gave us chopsticks in case we wanted to use them. We all gave it a try. Some of us were better than others. I was at least able to get food into my mouth, but it was slow going. Still, it was fun trying something new. Plus having the opportunity to taste foods from a variety of countries opened doors to more of the world than the little corners I’d known so far. 
 
    We talked for hours about the experiences we’d had in our foreign exchange programs. Carrie and I had the darkest stories. Apple had the lightest. There was balance in the things we discussed, which made the evening feel incredibly supportive. 
 
    Dakota told us an interesting story. 
 
    “I learned a lot about the actual practice of witchcraft while in Mexico. We had some awesome teachers. The thing I really like about Ocean View is that our programs include instruction on morality and ethics. As graduates of Ocean View College, we’re expected to only practice white magic. We had an entire class called White and Black Magic in Mexico. It opened my eyes to a world I had no idea existed. 
 
    “Our foreign exchange program was in a poor town in Mexico. As part of our training, we worked in a witchcraft clinic. How cool is that: an actual clinic where people come to be treated by witches? It was run by Ocean View College. All practices there were white magic. It was emphasized that no black magic was to ever be used there, no matter how desperate the patient’s situation. To be honest, it was a bit puzzling to me at first why they were making such a big deal out of that. I’d never known any witch who practiced black magic. Well, it turns out our foreign exchange program was located not far from a place where it was quite common for witches to practice black magic. 
 
    “Our clinic reminded me of the documentaries I’d seen about Doctors Without Borders, where they practice in small rural overseas villages, or news reports on the Ebola clinics in West Africa during the 2014-2016 outbreak. Except we were practicing witchcraft, rather than traditional medicine. Many of the clients we saw were so incredibly poor and living so far out in the country, they had very little access to regular medical care. Two things filled the void: witches and the Catholic Church. They often mingled the two, using the combination as a kind of spiritual magic. 
 
    “One day, this old woman came into the clinic. My supervisor asked me to see her. I’d only been working at the clinic for a few weeks, but a lot of people had come in all at once and we were short-staffed. The woman was bent at the waist. She hobbled along with the use of a cane. I assumed she wanted help with medical problems. Well, that wasn’t exactly the case. Her daughter was in a domestic abuse situation. The night before, her daughter had been thrown against a wall and given a black eye by her boyfriend. The woman said she wanted her daughter’s boyfriend killed before he managed to kill her daughter. She told me the whole situation could be taken care of by black magic, but she couldn’t afford to pay the witches who did that. Our clinic was free for anyone who couldn’t afford to pay. Soooo, I got curious about the witches who practiced black magic. I was never going to use it, but I wondered about those who did.” Dakota laughed, then returned to her serious tone. “I asked her where they practiced and she told me. I got together with some of my friends on campus one day and went to check them out…you know, for research. We borrowed a jeep and went farther out into the country, down a whole lot of winding dusty roads until we finally reached this compound of beat-up shacks with metal roofs. Chickens were running around the grounds, the land mostly dirt with a bunch of weeds and very little grass. We wandered around for a while. The first person we ran into was a woman wearing a tattered dress with a lace veil. She was coming out of one of the shacks looking like someone stepping out of the confessional in a Catholic Church. So, what did we do? We went over to the shack to check it out.” 
 
    Dakota paused. She took a few swigs from her glass on the coffee table. 
 
    “The door was wide open. We could see another woman inside, barefoot, wearing a yellow dress that billowed every time a fan spun around to face her. She motioned for us to come inside. So we did. She asked if we’d like her services. One of the girls in our group said she would, telling her one of her old boyfriends was stalking her and she wanted it to stop. The woman introduced herself. Her name was Juana; she was a witch. She said she could definitely help. She led us down crumbling cement stairs into a dark basement filled with tables on which candles were burning. It was an eerie place. The tables looked like altars.” 
 
    Dakota sighed and rubbed the side of her face. 
 
    “The woman got right down to business, offering my friend potential solutions to her problems. She showed us around the room. Each candle had a photograph tucked underneath it. The photograph depicted a specific person being helped. This was the white magic room. Pictures of the Virgin Mary and various saints adorned the walls. However, there was another room. As she led us there, Juana told my friend, ‘Perhaps you need this kind of help, but it will cost you.’ That was the room where black magic was performed. Things were killed there. Juana said, ‘To kill an abuser, there are things that can be done.’ We weren’t sure what to do. My friend said she didn’t have any money, but thanked her for offering to help. The whole thing haunted me for a long time. It was weird knowing that evil was being practiced so close to where we were living and studying and working. It was frightening knowing we’d made contact with a witch who had no qualms performing black magic to kill others. What if we’d pissed her off?” 
 
    I felt very close to Dakota in that moment. “I know exactly what you mean.” I looked over at Carrie. “In Romania, Carrie and I were staying in a village near a church and monastery filled with vampires and strigoi, and we ended up working over there. Things were so much worse for the nun who actually lived in the convent there…Sister Apollonia…She ended up reporting the situation, which led to the vampire hunters going in to clean up the situation. It must have been terrifying when the vampires arrived. She lost her life in the battle.” 
 
    Carrie stared off into space. 
 
    Dakota said, “It’s weird how certain regions can contain such polar opposites of good and evil. The magical world is as complex as the real world.” 
 
    We lifted our glasses and made a toast. Truer words were never spoken. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    Motivated by the story Dakota had told us about white and black magic, I wanted to find out what I could see inside the crystal orb. Would it show me the future? Would it show me ways in which the person whose reading I was doing could avoid harm and evil in their future? 
 
    Deciding to get right to work on my assignment for Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb class, I asked Carrie if I could do a reading for her. She said, “Sure, if you let me do yours. I have the same assignment, you know.” 
 
    I agreed, thinking it would be kind of fun. 
 
    We scheduled our joint readings for the next night, right after dinner. 
 
    We decided we’d each do our reading on our own side of the room. I told Carrie what the psychic Gabriella Underwood had told me way back when my friends and I were trying to find the missing girls my junior year of high school: that her crystal ball worked as a kind of Rorschach, allowing her to project her personality and psychic talent onto the images she saw within the smoke swirling inside the globe, which magnified her ability to interpret the images. Carrie and I decided that if our relationship with our crystal orb was that personal, perhaps each of us doing a reading on our own side of the room would enhance our ability. 
 
    Carrie wanted to go first. Draping a blanket over her coffee table, she pulled her crystal orb out of its dark blue velvet box. Pulling a silver stand out next, she set it on the blanket and then carefully placed the glass ball on top of it. She sat cross-legged on the floor. “Make yourself comfortable. You can sit across from me, or on a chair, whatever makes you most comfortable.” 
 
    I sat on the floor across from Carrie, leaning back against the chair. 
 
    Carrie hopped up, then walked around her side of the room, lighting a dozen or so candles and turning on a few lamps. She turned off the bright overhead light. Returning to her spot across from me, she placed her hand on the crystal ball. Perhaps because she was new at this, it took quite a while for anything to happen. Finally, smoke began swirling inside the glass ball. Carrie studied the world inside the orb, furrowing her brow and moving her hands to the sides of the globe. 
 
    I made a suggestion. “Our book says to go with your feelings, to trust them.” 
 
    Carrie looked up, but didn’t say anything. She returned her gaze to the magical ball. “Well…I don’t know. I see a woman…no, two women…alone, running from something. Fires are burning everywhere. Not in the building they just left; but outside, barreling toward them. They’re scared.” At that moment, the smoke disappeared. Carrie looked up at me. “Does that make any sense?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Do you think it could be revealing something that’s still on my mind? Maybe the two women are Sister Apollonia and Dr. Gheata. The fire could be the explosions the vampires set off as we were leaving.” 
 
    Carrie started packing up her crystal ball, placing the stand and the shiny globe back in their velvet box. She seemed lost in thought. “Maybe. That makes a lot of sense. I’m an amateur, after all. Maybe I couldn’t predict the future, but I guess it’s good if I at least picked up on something that’s been on your mind.” 
 
    Carrie set the box on one of her bookshelves, then folded up the blanket and placed it on her bed. “OK, let’s see what you can do.” 
 
    We moved over to my side of the room. I liked the way Carrie had placed a blanket over her coffee table and lit candles. It created the proper atmosphere. I did the same. I pulled a blanket off my bed, draped it over the coffee table, then lit candles. The scent of Carrie’s candles—vanilla, cinnamon and apple—had drifted throughout the entire room. I lit additional candles I thought would blend well: vanilla, coconut and baked bread. Then I placed the purple velvet box containing my crystal orb on the blanket, pulled out the globe and its golden stand and set everything up. Dimming the lights, I placed my hands on either side of the globe. 
 
    At first, everything I saw was from outside the glass ball. I saw reflections from the flames dancing on the wicks of the closest candles. I saw light and shadow dance across the slick rounded surface. Then, all of a sudden, light filled the globe, followed by gray smoke swirling around as though lost and directionless. I felt despair filling me in the same way, swirling around, taking up space in my mind and soul. I felt sure I’d fail at this assignment. I was supposed to see something about Carrie’s future. I only saw smoke. All I had was a literal interpretation. I see smoke in your future…or your present, I dunno. 
 
    Feeling like an impostor, I continued gazing into the spherical space. I reminded myself to project my personality, my empathy and ability to connect with others onto the curling gray fog. My mind somehow shifted gears. I began discerning shapes I hadn’t noticed before. “I see a woman…a middle-aged woman. She looks sad, but she’s carrying gifts. She hands you several.” 
 
    Then the smoke disappeared. The orb became once again nothing but a plain glass ball with fiery reflections dancing across its surface. A nervous laugh escaped my lips. “I suck at this. I really do. A middle-aged woman bearing gifts? Your birthday doesn’t happen to be anytime soon, does it?” 
 
    Carrie shook her head. “No, sorry. Well, let’s just wait and see what happens. I mean, I may have just shown you something from your past. Any moron could do that.” Carrie rolled her eyes. 
 
    I returned the golden stand and crystal orb to the box, closed the lid and slid the latch into place. Placing the box on my desk, I folded the blanket and tossed it onto the bed. I left the candles burning. The scent was heavenly. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    The following Wednesday, I went to the first newspaper club meeting of the year, held in the main room of The Castle by the Sea clubhouse. There was, once again, a great turnout. Our club had become quite popular. The more life-changing stories we published, the more our membership grew. 
 
    In addition to the usual furniture, folding chairs filled the spacious area of the main room. People were milling about, in between the rows of chairs and in the aisles next to the walls. I took a seat in the back. 
 
    Natalie, club president and my sophomore year roommate, walked leisurely back and forth in front of the room, waiting for everyone to settle down. She had a microphone in her hands. That tells you how far we’d come. The crowd was so large, Natalie needed a microphone for everyone to hear. And we now held our meetings in a building that had once been a canning factory for merpeople. Our club had exposed the terrible history of the building and turned it into a place where students from the sea could live and work. It was the perfect place to hold our meetings. 
 
    As usual, Natalie was dressed like a fashion model. She’d swept her dark brown hair up into a ponytail, which brought attention to the silver earrings she was wearing: silver with a lacy filigree design, blue stones along the bottom. She was wearing a navy blue skirt suit with a blue-and-white pinstriped shirt and navy blue heels. She looked like the manager of a regular newsroom, which I suppose gave our student club an air of professionalism. Looking around the room, however, I’d say the rest of us created an atmosphere more like that of an underground newspaper run by artists and rebels. There were a lot of tattoos, lots of hair that had been dyed or streaked with bold colors, and mostly very casual clothes. 
 
    Natalie raised the microphone to her mouth. “Well, hello there, everyone!” People shouted back, “Hello!” Natalie laughed. I don’t think she’d expected a reply. “It looks like everyone’s here. I haven’t seen anyone else come in for the past few minutes. So, let’s get started. First of all, I need to make an announcement. I’ve decided to step down as president.” 
 
    There were lots of unhappy reactions. “Oh, no!” “Noooo, Natalie!” I felt my own heart sink. She’d been such a great president. She’d led us through many important stories that had radically changed Ocean View, including the exposé on the very building where we were holding our meeting. She’d been invaluable in helping us navigate the politics of Ocean View College and deal with administrators who clung to the old social hierarchy within the magical community. Her family has a great deal of influence and she has an aunt who helped us fight for change, even donating money to grease the gears of progress. Having Natalie step down as president would be a huge loss. 
 
    Natalie looked down at the floor, then back up at the audience. “Thank you. Thank you so much for your enthusiastic support. I’m a senior this year, so I’ll be vacating my position at the end of the year, no matter what. Stepping down now will give me time to help train whoever’s voted in next. This year’s going to be crazy busy for me, so I’m not sure I’ll have enough time to devote to the very important job of running this club. That would be unfair to all of you. This club has worked incredibly hard to publish groundbreaking investigative news stories. We have a strong reputation on campus. I want that to continue. Soooo, we’ll hold elections online. I’ll open the floor now to nominations. Please feel free to nominate yourself if you’d like to run for this position.” 
 
    Conversation buzzed and floated throughout the room. A few people nominated others. Then a young Black woman with rainbow-streaked hair stood up and nominated herself. Natalie walked to the middle of the room where the woman was standing and offered her the microphone. Accepting it, the student continued, “I would like to run for president. My name is Maeghan O’Shea. I’m a sophomore. I transferred here from a non-magical college in my home country of Ireland, Trinity College. It’s a very good school and hard to get into, but I’m a selkie—something I hid from my fellow students at Trinity, by the way—and I wanted to be part of your community from the moment I heard about the changes you brought to your college for magical people from the sea. I’ve been writing for a long time, both for a local Dublin paper and for a blog I publish online. I’d love to work toward making more progress here at Ocean View College through this newspaper club.” She waved her hand in the air and smiled. “A vote for Maeghan O’Shea is a vote for progress.” 
 
    Smiling at Maeghan and taking the microphone back, Natalie asked if there were any more nominations. No one responded. “OK, then. We have our nominations. As I said before, we’re going to vote for our new president online. What I need from everyone who’s running is for you to go into the Ocean View Forum and post your credentials in the section I’ll put up right after this meeting. I’ll title it: Election for President, Ocean View College Newspaper Club. I’ll include a poll where everyone can vote anonymously. Good luck to all the candidates!” 
 
    After the meeting, Natalie asked if I could still run the forum. I said, “Absolutely!” She let me know that Inari Holt would continue doing the artwork. Thank goodness! What she could do with forum banners was nothing short of magical. 
 
    Back in my room later that night, I read the credentials of everyone running for president. They’d all posted by midnight. Maeghan O’Shea’s credentials far surpassed the others, plus she had a fiery rebellious energy that would serve the club well in taking on controversial news stories moving forward. She was a selkie and a Black person from Ireland. She’d managed to get into Trinity College, one of the best universities in the world. She’d no doubt had her personality molded by the fight to be recognized as an equal, both in the magical world and the regular human world. Our newspaper needed that kind of fighting spirit. I enthusiastically cast my vote for Maeghan O’Shea. As disappointed as I’d been that Natalie was resigning from the position, I felt happy that the future prospects for our newspaper continuing to do hard-hitting, groundbreaking stories looked promising. And on a personal note, I was thrilled that Maeghan had actually transferred from Trinity College to Ocean View College based on the changes our newspaper had brought to our school. I had no idea our news stories had reached Ireland. I knew right then and there that I wanted to find a way to combine ghost whispering and journalism after graduation. I wanted to somehow have a career where I could do both. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    The next day, my mom sent me a frightening email with photographs. She said my Aunt Hazel had taken the photos right outside our house. Off in the distance, the sky was bloodred. Our front lawn was covered in ash. In one picture, you could see gray ash falling from the sky. My mom’s email: 
 
      
 
    Hi, Shade, 
 
      
 
    I just wanted to give you a heads-up that we might have to evacuate, your Aunt Hazel and me. There are two fires burning near us, one only five miles away. We received an emergency message to prepare to evacuate, just in case. Do you have anything here that you’d absolutely want packed up? 
 
      
 
    Love,
Mom 
 
      
 
    My brain started racing from one thought to the other. 
 
    Why did my mom email me, rather than call right away? Were she and my Aunt Hazel still at the house? Were they OK? 
 
    What if we lost our house? That would be awful! 
 
    What did I still have at home that I’d absolutely want? 
 
    I raced through a list of special things, figuring out whether I’d brought them to school with me or left them at home. 
 
    I called my mom’s cell phone. No answer. I felt complete and utter panic. I tried my Aunt Hazel’s cell phone. She answered, thank God. 
 
    “Aunt Hazel! Hi! I’m so glad I got ahold of you. Mom sent me photos of the fires there. Are you OK?” 
 
    My aunt was reassuring. “Yes, dear, we are. The drought’s especially bad here right now. We’re not used to that, since we’re new to California, but we’re learning what to do. We packed up in case we have to evacuate, but that probably won’t be necessary. The fire that’s near us has started moving in the opposite direction.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, that’s good to hear. Will you call me right away if you have to evacuate?” 
 
    “Oh, sure, dear. Do you want to talk with your mom?” 
 
    I said that I did. Five full minutes later, my mom came to the phone. “Oh, hi, Shade, did you get my email?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. That’s why I’m calling. Are you guys OK?” 
 
    “Yes—for now, anyway. Did Aunt Hazel tell you the fire’s moving in the opposite direction, away from us?” 
 
    “Yes, she did. That was good to hear. Mom, if you have to evacuate, will you call me? I don’t get my emails right away. I only check them once a day at most.” 
 
    My mom promised she’d call if that happened. I wasn’t sure she’d actually remember during an emergency evacuation, but I figured my Aunt Hazel would. 
 
    I clicked off my cell phone feeling numb, in a state of shock. I knew California had droughts and fires. Fires had raged in different parts of the state while I’d been home for the summer. But none had hit this close to our house. I wanted to rush back and make sure everything was OK, but I knew there wasn’t anything I could do. It would be better for me to stay at school and make sure I graduated. 
 
    Plunking myself down on the bed, I searched the lace canopy as though looking for answers. 
 
    I startled when a key turned in the lock. The door opened and closed. 
 
    Dragging myself from the bed, I wandered over to the other side of the room. Carrie had come in, carrying an armload of packages. She placed them on her desk. “Oh, hi, Shade, what’s up?” 
 
    She turned around with a smile that vanished from her face, replaced by a look of concern. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “You were right.” 
 
    Carrie’s eyebrows furrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You read the crystal ball correctly. You saw two women running from something. Fires were burning everywhere. The building they’d just left wasn’t burning, but something was clearly wrong. I just talked to my mom and Aunt Hazel. They’re on standby for evacuation. Two fires are burning near them, one only five miles from our house. The fire’s changed course, moving in the opposite direction, away from them now, but it’s scary how close it got. You have the ability to read the crystal orb correctly, Carrie. That’s extremely helpful. You should trust in that. You could prevent catastrophes by seeing the future and warning people.” 
 
    Carrie walked over to her couch and sat down. “Why don’t we sit over here and chat a bit?” 
 
    That sounded like a great idea. Sitting on the couch, I folded my legs underneath me. 
 
    Carrie started the conversation with a bunch of questions. “You know how you saw a middle-aged woman in your crystal orb? She looked sad and was carrying gifts that she handed to me? Did you see the packages I had with me when I came into the room?” 
 
    “Yes. They would have been hard to miss.” 
 
    Carrie placed a hand on my shoulder. “My mom sent them to me. I had a great-aunt who passed away while we were in Romania. We weren’t close. I hardly knew her. I’d met her like once or twice my whole life. My mom was fairly close to her, though. Apparently, my great-aunt left some things in her will for me. Little things like books and paintings. She was an amateur artist. I think my mom was the middle-aged woman who handed me gifts.” 
 
    That was rather stunning. Perhaps Carrie and I were fledgling fortune tellers after all. Maybe we’d taken our first baby steps toward being able to read the vague information our crystal orbs provided. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your great-aunt.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Want to go to dinner together later?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I went back to my side of the room, back to lying on my bed and staring up at the lace canopy while my brain tried to catch up with all that had just happened. 
 
    After an hour staring at the lace cloth, running after loose threads of ideas unraveling and reassembling in my brain, I decided to take action, grab hold of the more possible ideas and move forward in my life. I felt confused as to whether or not I could actually see future scenarios in a crystal ball. I decided to text the rest of my friends I’d planned to ask to sit for a reading for my Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb class. I texted Annie, Kai, Apple and Li. They all agreed to come over that night. 
 
    Over dinner, I told Carrie what I’d be doing in our room that night. I told her she was welcome to join us. Carrie had an idea. “Why don’t we do this like a real fortune teller would? Everybody can hang out on my side of the room until it’s their turn to get a reading from you. Then each person can go over to your side of the room, one at a time, kind of like when you step inside the room where a fortune teller reads your future?” 
 
    That sounded great. I wished I could add an aura of mystery. I envisioned my side of the room with purple velvet drapes hanging across windows and walls. I pictured stained glass lamps throughout the room, soft light illuminating fantastical scenes on their glass panels. I settled for the best I could do. I turned off the overhead light. I lit candles throughout the room and made a fire in the fireplace. The only lamp I used was the one on my desk. Pulling a blanket off my bed, I covered the coffee table with it. Then I set up the golden stand and placed the glass orb on it. Dragging the reading chair over directly across from the couch, I was as ready as I could be. 
 
    Carrie and I had grabbed a platter of cookies and a bunch of soda bottles from the cafeteria. Carrie set those up on her side of the room for everyone to enjoy while they waited. 
 
    Annie was my first victim…ahem, I mean first friend…to have her reading done. 
 
    She’d cut her hair so that it turned under at her shoulders. And she had new glasses with bright pink frames. She looked so different than when I’d first met her. Back in high school, she’d had gray and purple eye shadow smudged around her eyes, with a red star in the center of each eye from the contact lenses she was wearing. She also looked very different than when Kai and I had visited her in the mental hospital for rich people that looked like a spa. Annie hadn’t even remembered who I was. She’d been thin and pale. Now, she looked sweet and smart and well-adjusted. The pink glasses were an incredibly cheerful touch. 
 
    “Would you like the couch or the chair, Annie?” 
 
    She chose the chair. “It’s so cool, Shade, that you’re learning to tell fortunes.” 
 
    That made me nervous. I wasn’t actually sure I could tell much of anything yet. I seriously didn’t want to mess Annie up by sharing something disastrous I might see that was never going to come true. “Thanks for agreeing to let me practice on you.” I winked. 
 
    Annie laughed, which helped break the ice. 
 
    “Well, I guess we should get started.” As I placed my hands on either side of the cold orb, I heard a TV show start on the other side of the room. That was a great idea. Hopefully, the show would drown out whatever I’d tell Annie, offering her some privacy. 
 
    Smoke filled the globe. I studied it, looking for patterns. I saw nothing but smoke floating lazily around a spherical world enclosed by glass. Eventually, the smoke turned into a parade of shapes. It was much clearer than when I’d done Carrie’s reading. Had I gotten better at discerning patterns or was the crystal ball giving up more of its secrets? 
 
    I decided I should simply report what I saw. Annie and I could try to make sense of everything after the reading was done. “I see a woman. A woman in a long robe, her hair piled on top of her head. She’s opening a fan painted with dragons breathing fire. She fans herself.” That lasted quite a while. “She’s turning in circles now. She’s looking at me. Her face is changing. She’s an old man now draped in robes. There’s an explosion behind him. He turns to look.” The scene evaporated into smoke and disappeared. The globe became impenetrable. 
 
    Annie smiled. “That was really good, Shade. I think you saw scenes from my upcoming trip to Japan, my foreign exchange program. The explosion probably stands for the work I’ll be doing helping the people injured by the meltdown that took place at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant.” 
 
    I looked up at Annie, thankful she was being so kind. I’d only done another baby step reading. I knew she was going to Japan. To see a woman in a kimono and a monk wearing robes when I knew Annie would be going to Japan was hardly brilliant. Same for the explosion. I knew Kai had helped people injured by the meltdown at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant during her foreign exchange program in Japan. I knew Annie would be doing the same thing. “Thanks, Annie, for letting me practice. It’s been very helpful.” 
 
    Annie straightened her glasses. “No, thank you. I feel so relieved you didn’t see anything unexpected in my future trip to Japan…or in any of my future, for that matter.” 
 
    As Annie walked away, I felt my heart sink. What if there was something bad in Annie’s future and I couldn’t see it? What if I’d given her a false sense of security? 
 
    I heard Annie say, “What are you guys watching?” as Kai walked over to my side of the room. 
 
    Kai also chose to sit in the chair rather than on the couch. 
 
    After we chatted for a couple of minutes, I placed my hands once again on either side of the crystal orb. I’d resigned myself to see something totally unsurprising as a “prediction,” like scenes from Kai’s past foreign exchange trip to Japan or her future doing homework, something like that. The fog floated into the crystal ball, looking like wind socks blowing in the wind. Little by little, I saw distinctive shapes coalesce out of the fog, reminding me of the way ghosts go from nothing more than a cloudy shape when they first appear to having a more distinct human shape. 
 
    “I see a building. A house. A cat has just appeared. It goes inside the building, followed by…a wolf. Birds are flying around the house now. They’re changing shape. They’re angels now. Angels are circling the house. I can see inside the house now. There’s a cake and bags of candy on a table.” 
 
    That was it. The fog disappeared. The orb had turned itself off, no longer revealing anything to me. 
 
    Kai wiped tears from her eyes. “I hope that means what I think it means. My Aunt Doli often took the shape of a cat. Remember?” 
 
    “Oh, right. A black cat with a red arrow shape on her head.” I tried to remember if I’d seen the arrow shape on the head of the cat inside the crystal orb, but then realized it had had its back to me the whole time. 
 
    Kai added, “And my mom died in the shape of a wolf.” She sobbed for a while, then wiped her face with her sleeve. I got up, grabbed a box of tissues from the bathroom and handed them to her. Pulling out a few tissues and dabbing at her eyes, Kai continued, “Thanks. And the angels? Remember the gifts I’d gotten my mom and Aunt Doli the Christmas they celebrated with me as ghosts, after they’d died?” 
 
    “Oh, right. The Christmas candle carousels. They were so cool, the way the metal angels spun around the carousel when the candles were lit!” My own eyes filled with tears, remembering back to that incredibly emotional time when so many intense things had happened back in Roswell. 
 
    Kai gave me a supportive, empathic glance across the table. “The cake and candies that you saw? That must mean Halloween. Maybe my mom and Aunt Doli are going to visit me on Halloween!” 
 
    I stood up and walked over to Kai. Standing, she gave me a big hug. “Thank you, so much!” 
 
    As she returned to Carrie’s side of the room, I had mixed feelings. If Kai’s mom and aunt really did appear to her on Halloween, that would be great and it gave me butterflies in my stomach to think I predicted this for her. If they never showed up, however, I knew Kai would be devastated and I would have set her up for a serious amount of disappointment. That would be so terrible, I’d feel like never looking into the crystal ball again. 
 
    Apple came over to my side of the room, laughing at something that had just happened on the TV show she’d been watching. She yelled back over her shoulder before turning to me: “That guy’s such an ass! Can you even imagine?” 
 
    Li answered, “Totally! It’s embarrassing!” 
 
    Apple sat down on the chair across from me. “This makes me a little nervous.” 
 
    I leaned forward. Placing my hands on either side of the glass ball, I looked up at her. “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    Apple kicked off her shoes and brought her feet up underneath her. “Well, let’s get started.” 
 
    That made me extra-nervous, as I knew I couldn’t rush things. The smoke came into the orb whenever it wanted to, did its thing when it was ready to, and left without warning. I wondered if there was any way to control that. 
 
    I felt my shoulders relax when the smoke made its appearance, swirling around beneath the glass. Nothing else revealed itself, however. The smoke simply changed colors. I didn’t even know it could do that. The smoke darkened black as pitch, then lit up in places with fiery red sparks. It reminded me so much of the photographs my mom had sent me, I hoped it wasn’t just me projecting those images onto the smoke. “I’m sorry, Apple. I don’t see anything. Just very dark smoke and fiery bits of red, like burning embers.” I lifted my hands from the glass. “I should tell you something. Earlier today, my mom sent me photographs of fires burning near our house in California. Off in the distance, the sky is red and ash is falling all around our house. I think I’m projecting my own situation onto your reading, onto what I’m seeing inside the crystal ball.” 
 
    Sliding her feet out from underneath her, Apple leaned forward. “Oh my word, I’m so sorry, Shade! Is your mom OK?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s fine. It’s just scary…and it’s on my mind.” I placed my hands back on the crystal ball. “Let me try again…” The smoke, black as ever with fiery bits of fire, confetti from the pits of Hell, swirled faster and faster around the globe. Menacingly, it contorted itself into a tornado. Trailer homes appeared beneath it. They were nothing more than toys for the whirling winds, as the tornado ripped off their roofs and sent them flying into the air like breakable Lego structures. “I see a tornado, Apple. A very destructive one.” Suddenly, the tornado was spiraling over the ocean: a seething, swirling tube descended from an alien ship made of dark angry clouds. “It’s now a water spout, still destructive, churning above ocean waters.” The smoke disappeared; the orb became impenetrable. “I’m not sure what that means, Apple.” 
 
    Apple fumbled for her shoes with her feet, then slipped them back on. “Thanks so much, Shade. My family spends most of their time in the ocean. Water spouts are a real danger at times. I’ll keep that in mind. I’ll warn my family to keep track of the weather.” Apple gave me a hug. I could feel her arms trembling. I hated to upset my friends that way, especially if my predictions were wrong and there was no reason to worry. Apple kept her hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes with concern. “I hope your family will be OK. Let me know if there’s anything I can do or if you need to talk.” 
 
    Apple walked away slowly. A few seconds later, Li entered my side of the room. 
 
    “Hey, Li. How are you doing?” 
 
    “Good…Good.” 
 
    “You look great. I love your hair! It looks great on you!” It really did. She’d curled her long brown hair now streaked with purple and blue. The curls were thick and full, tumbling to her shoulders. Her bangs were parted, revealing the awesome trail of blue and white stars tattooed across her forehead. 
 
    “Thanks. I felt like something different this semester.” 
 
    I gestured to the empty chair. “Please have a seat.” I placed my hands on the glass ball. Smoke, light gray and white, vastly different than the colors it had produced for Apple’s reading, filled the globe. It was still, not swirling or even moving the slightest bit. I felt frustrated. The orb wasn’t telling me anything at all. What was I supposed to tell Li? I see emptiness and boredom in your future? I waited. Nothing changed. “Sometimes it takes a few seconds for me to see anything, Li.” 
 
    Li shifted in her seat. She fluffed her hair, making it appear fuller, then turned her concentration back to me. “No problem. I’m not in a hurry.” 
 
    The smoke darkened. Oh, no. Not that again…Were most of my friends doomed to tragedy? I waited for more information. A white shape formed within the cloudy darkness. Clearly, it was a ship. “I see a white ship in the middle of a storm.” The smoke beneath the ship turned blue, then began rising and falling. The ship rocked violently on the waves. Then it capsized, sinking slowly beneath the churning waves. “Oh, no…The ship didn’t survive the storm. It sank in the ocean…” 
 
    Before I had a chance to say more, Li placed her hand over her mouth, then interrupted. “I bet that was the ship the storm kelpies sank while I was over in Scotland. It was terrible. A lot of people died. It was all over the news, both in the real world and the magical world. Only those of us in the magical community knew the storm kelpies did it. Thanks for sharing your insights with me, Shade. It probably means I’m not done with that part of my life. We really need to investigate this for the school paper.” 
 
    “I’m totally on board with that. Do you want to work together on a story?” 
 
    Li said, “Absolutely! I want to know more about the kelpies. They’re totally out of control, very destructive at times over in Scotland.” 
 
    I was delighted to have a close friend as interested in investigating the kelpies as I was. “Great. Do you want to schedule a time to brainstorm ideas?” 
 
    We made plans to get together over the weekend. I could hardly wait. As I packed up the stand and crystal orb after Li had returned to Carrie’s side of the room, I wondered once again if I was a total charlatan. Not only had I seen something inside the crystal orb for Li’s reading that I already knew about, the sinking of a ship by the kelpies in Scotland while Li was there; but that particular vision got me something I wanted personally for myself: assistance getting more information on the kelpies both for the school paper and my magical-world journalism class. I felt like nothing more than an incredible opportunist. There was nothing I could do about it, though. I had to do readings for my crystal orb class and I could only see things according to my fledgling abilities. Well, I say “fledgling” like I was actually going to fledge, but chances are I’d never grow wings and take off excelling at the crystal orb. I figured I’d just do my best to pass the course without becoming a total fraud. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    On Saturday, Li came over to my place to work on the research we planned to do on the kelpies. She was wearing green overalls with a navy blue long-sleeve shirt. She seemed totally ready to get down to business. Sitting on the floor, she placed her laptop on the coffee table, pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and placed it next to the laptop. 
 
    I sat on the couch, my laptop on my lap. “So, where should we start?” 
 
    Li had a gleam in her eyes. “One of my professors in Scotland was extremely interested in communicating with the kelpies to find out why they’re confined to Scotland, and to such restricted areas at that. She felt strongly that the powers that be within the magical community—you know, the pure-blood faeries, the powerful witches and such—were keeping them marginalized. She believed their violent tendencies were a reaction to their severe oppression enforced by magical spells. I thought we should contact her.” 
 
    “That would be awesome! That’s exactly what I’d been planning to look into, both for our newspaper article and for one of the in-depth articles I have to write for my magical-world journalism class.” 
 
    Li clicked her cell phone to brighten the screen. “Let’s see…It’s 10:30 AM here. Soooo…It’s 6:30 PM there. Yeah, that should be fine.” 
 
    “That sounds great! Sure, let’s do it.” 
 
    Li made the call. She put it on speaker. 
 
    A woman with a Scottish accent answered the phone. “Hullo. Isobel Freebairn here.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Isobel! How are you? This is Li Zhang.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Li.” The woman’s voice was flat, dismissive. She didn’t sound particularly happy to hear from Li. I wondered why. Li was easy to get along with. I couldn’t imagine anyone not liking her or not being at least mildly enthusiastic answering a long-distance call from her. 
 
    Li moved on to explain why she’d called. “I’m doing research with another student here at Ocean View College’s main campus for an article for our school paper.” Li glanced over at me. “We’re hoping to find out more about the kelpies and I know Dr. McKewen was working on that as well. May I speak with her?” 
 
    There was a long pause. “Um, no, ye can’t.” 
 
    I felt shocked. That was such an incredibly blunt refusal. She hadn’t even checked with the professor. 
 
    Li looked over at me as if to say, What the…? She looked hurt. 
 
    Isobel cleared her throat. “She’s no longer with us.” 
 
    Li furrowed her brow, causing the middle section of the trail of blue and white stars tattooed on her forehead to dip down and the sides to rise like parting waves. “Oh. Did she take a job somewhere else? Does she have another phone number?” 
 
    Isobel’s voice broke. “I’m so sorry, Li.” We could hear Isobel sniffle on the other end of the phone. “She’s…dead.” 
 
    Li pounded her fist on the coffee table. “What?” 
 
    “She was actually reaching out to the kelpies at the time. A horribly destructive storm rolled in so unexpectedly without any notice from the weather service, we’re pretty sure the kelpies caused it. Dr. McKewen was on a research vessel in the middle of the storm. It broke apart and sank. There was only one survivor.” 
 
    Li sat frozen in silence for a few seconds. 
 
    Not knowing how close Li was to the professor, hoping I wasn’t being completely insensitive and rude, I scribbled on a piece of paper: Find out who person was. Name & phone number. 
 
    Li followed through on my suggestion, her voice subdued, her body language robotic. “I’m so sorry, Isobel. Can you give me the name and phone number of the person who survived?” 
 
    “Sure. Any help we can get in finding out what happened would be very helpful, Li. I’m so sorry to give ye such terrible news.” 
 
    “Oh, no problem. I’m glad you told me. Wow…that’s just so…” 
 
    “Devastating? It really is. We’re all in a state of shock here.” We heard Isobel fumbling with something. “Here’s the person who survived, another professor specializing in the study of the kelpies: Dr. Bhreac Renwick. I’ll text ye his name and number. Let me know if ye get it.” 
 
    Li’s phone pinged. “Got it. Again, I’m so sorry, Isobel. Will there be a funeral service? Can I send flowers or something?” 
 
    There was more shuffling of something on Isobel’s end. “There’s going to be a small service at a local chapel. Dr. McKewen had very little family. Her parents are deceased. She didn’t have any siblings. And she never married or had children. Many people loved her, though. She was well-respected and loved here at Ocean View Scotland, as ye know. Ye can send flowers, if ye’d like. She had a will, however. According to the will, in the event of her death, Dr. McKewen requested donations be made to the Kelpie Research Foundation she started, in lieu of flowers.” Isobel paused. “In light of how she died, I’m telling everyone to do whatever makes them comfortable. Knowing Dr. McKewen, however, I think she’d still want donations for her foundation.” 
 
    Li grabbed the sheet of paper I’d written on and scribbled: Donations: Kelpie Research Foundation. “OK, thanks, Isobel. I’ll make a donation. If there’s anything else I can do, please let me know.” 
 
    “Sure. Bye, Li. It’s good to hear yer voice.” 
 
    Clicking her phone off, Li tossed it on the chair behind her, then leaned her head against the seat cushion and closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wet with tears. “Wow. That was a total shock. I feel furious at the kelpies right now. I want them all to die a nasty death. I hardly want to help them.” 
 
    I listened in silence. Li had a right to her feelings. What had happened was horrific. 
 
    Li pounded her fist on the table. “Let’s go for a walk. Let’s go down to the beach.” 
 
    Crossing campus, we took the stairs behind our freshman dorm that led to the beach. Sitting on the sand, we stared out to sea. The rise and fall of the waves, their tremendous roar as they crashed down from liquid heights, their gentle whisper as they crawled onto land and the call of the seagulls all lulled us into a calmer state. Li pulled her knees to her chest, folded her arms around them and rested her head in order to cry with some semblance of privacy. I sat beside her quietly, just to be there and offer support. 
 
    Finally, Li straightened her legs. Placing her hands in the sand behind her, she leaned back. “It’s so unfair!” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. It really is. What was she like?” 
 
    Li stared off into the distance, gathering her thoughts, then turned to face me. “She was super-smart and had an incredible amount of knowledge about the kelpies. She’d been studying them for years. I can’t believe the kelpies wrecked the boat she was on and sent her to her death! I hate them right now! All of them! I don’t want anything to do with them!” 
 
    “That’s OK.” Maybe they were too far gone. Maybe there was no sense in trying to save them. I could live with that, I guess. I didn’t really know much about them. 
 
    Tears streamed down Li’s face. The wind dried them. “No. It’s not OK. I don’t know everything Dr. McKewen knew. I was just one of her students, not a co-worker or assistant or anything. She often implied the kelpies were framed over and over again for things they hadn’t actually done and they were so oppressed, no one actually understood them or their society. I think we need to continue our research, Shade. Maybe they weren’t even responsible for Dr. McKewen’s death. I need to know…” 
 
    Li looked out over the ocean. I did the same. 
 
    Moments later, Li turned to me with an intense look of surprise. “Shade, you saw all of this in the crystal ball. When you did my reading. The white ship in the storm. Capsizing. I thought that was the ship the kelpies sank while I was in Scotland. But it must have been this…the research vessel Dr. McKewen was on.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. I suppose it’s possible… 
 
    Li stood up. “Let’s go back to your room and get back to work. If we’re unsure of things as we do our research, you could consult your crystal orb. In the meantime, we need to call Dr. Renwick, the professor who survived the sinking of the ship Dr. McKewen was on. Isobel said he specializes in studying kelpies, so I think we need to talk with him about everything: the storm he was caught up in and everything else he can tell us about the kelpies and Dr. McKewen’s research.” 
 
    Standing up, I brushed the sand off my clothes. 
 
    I put an arm around Li. “I think you’re right. We don’t even know if the kelpies sank the research vessel. It might have been something else.” 
 
    By the time we got back to my room, we debated making the phone call. It was 12:30 in the afternoon, which meant it was 8:30 at night in Scotland. Finally, Li said, “It’s probably OK. The professors often worked until 9:00 or 10:00 at night when I was there. If we’re going to call tonight, we better do it now, though. 8:30 isn’t all that late, but I wouldn’t want to call much later than that.” 
 
    “Sure. OK. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Li tapped the number into her cell phone, along with the exit and country codes for calling from the United States to Scotland. She put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hullo?” The voice on the other end sounded rough and gravely. 
 
    Li looked at me for support. 
 
    I waved my hands in the air, trying to communicate: Go on. Talk to him. 
 
    Li paced the room while she introduced herself. “Hello. My name is Li Zhang. I was a student of Dr. Catriona McKewen, one of her foreign exchange students last semester. Is this Dr. Bhreac Renwick?” 
 
    “Aye. Aye, this is he…” 
 
    Li sat down in the reading chair. “I got your name from Isobel Freebairn, Dr. McKewen’s assistant. She told me what happened to Dr. McKewen. I’m so very, very sorry.” 
 
    “Aye. We are all devastated here. How may I help ye?” 
 
    Li tapped her fingers on the armrest. She glanced over at me, briefly. I sat on the couch across from her to offer support. “I’m doing research on the kelpies with another student here at Ocean View College in the United States.” She flinched as she said “kelpies,” obviously regretting bringing them up to someone who had lost friends and was nearly killed by a storm the kelpies could have created. 
 
    “Ah. That is good. They get blamed for far more than they do. The kelpies, especially the Blue Men of the Minch, are like yer witches during the Salem Witch Trials. Scapegoats for everything. Dr. McKewen would be happy to hear you’re carrying on her work. She was determined to help them. Will ye be coming back to Scotland? I could show ye her work. And mine. We’ve done quite a bit of research.” 
 
    Li looked at me, as though asking how to answer that question. I had no idea. Finally, she said, “I’d love to do that, but I don’t know that I can. I’m just starting my senior year classes.” 
 
    “Aye, aye. I understand. Why dinnae ye email me any questions ye have. I’ll see if I can answer them.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Thank you so much, Dr. Renwick.” 
 
    “Och, don’t mention it. You’re very welcome.” He gave Li his email address before hanging up. 
 
    When Li got off the phone, she let out a huge sigh. “Man, I wish we could get over to Scotland.” 
 
    “Yeah, totally. Me, too.” 
 
    We settled for coming up with a list of questions. The most important ones, the ones we most wanted answered, were: Has anyone on your team communicated with the kelpies? How much do you know about their society? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    At the next newspaper club meeting, Natalie informed us that Maeghan O’Shea had been elected our new president. She said she’d talked to Maeghan about it and she was ready to take over the reins. 
 
    Maeghan was standing beside her. The contrast between the outgoing and incoming presidents couldn’t have been more stark. 
 
    Natalie was dressed in a black-and-white checkered skirt suit with a bright yellow shirt. She had on black heels and daisy earrings, the white petals and yellow centers perfectly matching her outfit. She was from an old magical family that had significant political power at Ocean View. No matter what stance she took on an issue, she remained poised and expert at remaining within the boundaries of political correctness. 
 
    Maeghan, on the other hand, was wearing jeans with a pink-and-black checkered flannel shirt. Her only jewelry was a series of leather bracelets wrapped around her wrists. Her hair was streaked with rainbow colors, styled into cornrows and braids. Maeghan was a Black woman from Ireland. She was also a selkie at a school for the magically gifted that had only recently begun to give people from the sea any real political power. She was spunky and rebellious. I had a feeling she’d be great for the club, although I have to admit I was somewhat intimidated by her fierceness. I’d only recently overcome debilitating shyness. I had a long way to go in order to be able to express myself as confidently as Maeghan did. 
 
    Maeghan accepted the microphone from Natalie. She didn’t bother to smile. “Hello, club members! I’m delighted to be your president. As I mentioned before, this is my first year at Ocean View College after transferring from Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland…a non-magical school, not exactly the best place for a selkie.” She grinned. Laughter floated throughout the room. “As I’ve also mentioned, I’m very impressed with Ocean View. I’m delighted to be here. I’ve read your newspapers for quite a while now, which is one of the main reasons I transferred here. I mean, considering how you turned around The Castle by the Sea and put it on an entirely new path, I decided this would be the best possible place for a selkie like me. I want more of that kind of positive change this year, much more of that. I want to change history. Who’s with me?” 
 
    Hands went up throughout the room. There were cheers and stomping of feet. The year was off to a great start. 
 
    “OK, I want ideas and volunteers for articles. Tell me your name first.” She pointed at the audience. “Go!” 
 
    There were a crazy number of fantastic, groundbreaking ideas. Nervous as all get-out, I raised my hand. 
 
    Maeghan pointed at me, “OK, you over there. Go ahead.” 
 
    I tried to keep my voice from shaking. “Hi, Maeghan. I’m Galactic Shade Griffin. I use that as my byline, but my friends call me Shade. I’m interested in writing a series of research articles about the kelpies in Scotland. They’re confined to a very limited area of that country. They’re accused of causing storms and wrecking ships, but it’s not clear they aren’t being scapegoated. I have ideas for getting in touch with them. I’m already working on the research with another student here on campus. A professor over in Scotland has agreed to help us.” 
 
    Maeghan listened attentively while I was speaking. Her eyes had gone wide; she seemed very interested in the project I was describing. “That sounds exactly like the kind of articles I’m interested in. Go ahead. We’ll publish the series if you find valuable information.” Sitting on the desk behind her, she placed her fingers together in the shape of a church steeple. “Ireland is right next to Scotland. I’m quite familiar with the kelpies, including the storm kelpies or Blue Men of the Minch. My family’s originally from Scotland. Growing up, I spent summers swimming with my selkie family there. As a teenager, I spent a lot of time hanging out with my selkie friends in Scotland. We got to know some of the kelpies. We made friends with quite a few of them. We all hung out together.” She hopped down off the desk. “See me after the meeting.” 
 
    There were other ideas for great stories. It seemed our newspaper was about to become an even more serious publication for hard-hitting journalism. I decided to give my all to the series on the kelpies. In addition to providing them with an opportunity to tell their story and let the world know if they were being held captive, I could include the articles on my resume if I decided to pursue a career in journalism. 
 
    After the meeting, I went up to the front of the room where I waited in line to talk to Maeghan. 
 
    When she finished speaking to the person in front of me, she waved me forward. Reaching into her pocket, she handed me a business card. “Here. I’ll get in touch with this person first; then I’ll text you and let you know to go ahead and contact her. She was a friend of mine when we were teenagers hanging out with the kelpies. Back then, we were just kids, hanging out, having a good time. I’ve stayed in touch with Eilis Atchinson, the person on that card. She’s an archaeologist now. I don’t think she ever lost her interest in the kelpies. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she had kelpie friends in her life today. Let me call her first, though. That way, she won’t be taken by surprise when you contact her with questions.” 
 
    I looked at the card, tan with brown lettering. “Thanks. This is fantastic.” I gave Maeghan my cell phone number. 
 
    She smiled at me, then waved the next person forward. 
 
    When I got back to my room, I told Carrie what had just happened. I showed her the business card. She said, “That’s great. The world knows so little about kelpies. I think your research will be important.” 
 
    I called Li and filled her in. She said we should contact Maeghan’s friend as soon as possible. “Let’s jump on this right away. There’s too much synchronicity here for us to waste. We have a professor in Scotland who’s incredibly interested in helping us contact the kelpies. There’s also the horrific death of Dr. McKewen, the sinking of her ship in a storm that’s being blamed on the kelpies, even though they quite possibly had nothing to do with it. And now the brand new president of the Ocean View Newspaper Club is a selkie who spent her summers as a kid with her family in Scotland where she made friends with kelpies. These people are willing to help us right now. Who knows if they’ll be able to do this later on? I mean, look what happened to Dr. McKewen…Life’s too short to waste opportunities that fall in your lap.” 
 
    “I agree. Let’s wait to hear back from Maeghan. If she gives us the go-ahead, let’s contact her friend right away. Let’s get this ball rolling.” 
 
    Realizing how swamped with work I was going to be this semester after taking on this hugely complicated research project on the kelpies for our newspaper club, I decided to get right to work on some of my homework assignments. 
 
    The kelpies research would fulfill one of the topics I’d chosen for my magical-world journalism class: Kelpies: why are they restricted to such a small geographical area? It would also provide more information for another topic I’d chosen for that same class: The importance of creating greater equality between magical people of the land and magical people of the sea. 
 
    I looked over the other topics to see what I could get started on right away. I decided to start with Scotland, something I’d chosen as a research topic for my real-world journalism class. As I was beginning to communicate with people there, I thought it would be good to know something about their country. I had to admit I knew very little. I’d seen photographs of their beautiful countryside and their gorgeous seascapes. I knew they had some awesome castles. I knew they had bagpipe players who dressed in kilts. I knew they had a meal called haggis which involves putting animal organs inside a sheep’s stomach and boiling it, to which I’d always had a Ewwww reaction. And that’s about it. In regard to their magical world, I knew they had faeries and the Loch Ness Monster, which Li actually got to see, and the kelpies. The kelpies are nearly a complete mystery, even to the Scots. As Dr. Renwick said, in their own country, they’re basically the same as our witches during the Salem Witch Trials: “scapegoats for everything.” The Loch Ness Monster or “Nessie” is so reclusive, people rarely catch more than a glimpse of her. Somehow, the faeries are well-known over there, same as in many other places all over the world. There are paintings and drawings and stories. I thought about that for a while. Why would that be? I finally decided it must be related to their power. Number one: The faeries are so powerful and so loved and respected by most of the human world, they don’t need to hide. Number two: Perhaps making their presence known keeps other magical races aware of their presence and somewhat reclusive in order to avoid their wrath, something that fortifies the faeries’ power within the magical world. 
 
    I spent the rest of the night researching Scotland. Sometime in the wee hours of the morning, I realized I’d actually completed my report. I felt incredibly happy about that. One major homework assignment done! I celebrated by making a cup of hot chocolate, lighting my fireplace and relaxing on the couch, daydreaming about Scotland. I hoped to one day visit their castles, catch a glimpse of Nessie rising from Loch Ness, stand on a Scottish cliff overlooking the cold blue Atlantic Ocean and taste a dish other than haggis. At the top of my list were Scottish shepherd’s pie, old-fashioned Scotch eggs and Scottish shortbread. 
 
    I worked like crazy the rest of the week and straight through the weekend, buckling down and finishing all my reports for my real-world journalism class. I was tired by the end of it, but I’d learned a lot of valuable information. Some of it was harrowing. While researching animals under threat of going extinct, I felt shocked by how many already had. I was also shocked to learn there have been serious declines in bird and insect populations in recent years. Researching fires in California hit a little too close to home. I started thinking that as beautiful as California was when we moved there, maybe my mom and aunt should start thinking about moving somewhere else. The fires were out of control right now. According to scientists, they’re only going to get worse as climate change intensifies. My mom had already had a heart attack. Breathing in the smoke surrounding our house couldn’t be good for her. At some point, my family would probably need to address this. 
 
    The last topic I researched for my real-world journalism class was post traumatic stress disorder or PTSD. I realized I already knew a lot about it. For the assignment, I did background research into the psychology and physiology of PTSD as well as treatment methods for it. Without using names or any information that would identify the people involved, I wrote about some of the traumatizing experiences that had happened to Annie, the other girls who had been kidnapped back in my junior year of high school, Apple and myself. PTSD was similar to the creature from the Alien movies. It lived inside me, bursting out at unpredictable times, triggered by all kinds of things, both seen and unseen. Using me like a puppet, it made itself manifest through my body language: tensed muscles, shaky hands, unsteady speech. 
 
    After writing that last report, I was struck by an idea, a glimmer of possible insight. My mom. Did she have PTSD? After my mom’s heart attack, my Aunt Hazel had told me about how their dad had been abusive to their entire family, about how she’d retreated into books and studying while my mom had escaped into drugs and alcohol. Aunt Hazel had said she’d come to the conclusion after seeing my mom’s artwork that my mom had always been an incredibly talented artist and probably more sensitive than she was. Perhaps that sensitivity had left my mom wide open to a life filled with PTSD. I wasn’t sure my mom would ever want to talk with me about it or even face it directly herself, but maybe that was a major part of her problem. She’d been an awful mother, but maybe that was the best she could do. 
 
    I wiped tears from my face. I didn’t even know they were there until I felt them trickling down my face. PTSD is a bitch. I was glad that report was behind me. It was a tough one to write. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    Carrie and I were at class when our packages arrived from Dr. Gheata. We found them sitting in front of our door. 
 
    The boxes were large and heavy. Carrying them inside, we opened them on our desks, announcing each item as we pulled it out. The coffee cups designed to look like Dracula’s head were supposed to be kitschy and fun; but to me, it was as though the paint contained poison, filling me with dread as I touched them. I tried to shrug it off. I knew it was just me remembering all the horrors brought about by the real Dracula, Vlad Țepeș also known as Vlad the Impaler. The painted eggs, on the other hand, brought me great joy. They were gorgeous. Choosing one for myself, I set it up on my desk. 
 
    Underneath the souvenirs I’d purchased in Romania, I found a few awesome surprises. There was a book enclosed in pretty wrapping paper with an envelope on top. Opening it, I found the following note: 
 
      
 
    Dear Shade, 
 
      
 
    I thought you might like to have this, a book filled with drawings, photographs and the history of Saint George Church and Monastery. You did so much good there. I thought this might help fill in more details for any reports you might have to write for school. 
 
    Good luck with your new semester! 
 
      
 
    Best Wishes,
Dr. Gheata 
 
      
 
    I flipped through the book, another leather-bound hardcover. There were lots of pictures of the church and monastery, along with a lesser number of the convent and grounds, even some pictures of the graveyards. Like the Dracula coffee cups, the book filled me with dread; but it also aroused happier memories and I totally appreciated all the historical information it contained. I felt sad that the convent played second fiddle to the buildings where the religious men lived. The nuns did an awful lot of work at Saint George. Sister Apollonia actually saved the entire place from an infestation of vampires, yet she’d never get the credit Saint George did for slaying one dragon. I sincerely hoped that someday she’d get the sainthood she both wanted and deserved. 
 
    Next, I pulled another wrapped package from the box. What a fantastic surprise! It turned out to be a plastic container filled with homemade Romanian cookies! Carrie had received the same gift. Reenacting one of our favorite pastimes in Romania, Carrie lit her fireplace and made some tea. Then we relaxed on her couch, sipping tea and eating the most delicious cookies. 
 
    After we’d had our fill of scrumptiousness and relaxation, we wrote thank you notes to Dr. Gheta. Then I tucked my book into the top bookshelf on my side of the room and placed the box of cookies on my desk. They’d come in handy during the long hours of report writing I still had in front of me. 
 
    That night, I hunkered down to work on another article for my magical-world journalism class. Once I buckled down, I was able to knock out Similarities between ghost whisperers and empaths, no sweat. I recognized the similarities between our two groups going way back to my friendship with Kai in Roswell. 
 
    The next few days, I finished all the remaining magical-world journalism pieces I had to write, except for the one on kelpies. That one was going to be based on the research I hoped to do through communication with people in Scotland. If I managed to speak with an actual kelpie, that would supply the ultimate details. 
 
    I based Similarities between ghost whisperers and empaths and The importance of creating greater equality between magical people of the land and magical people of the sea on my experiences at Ocean View College, as well as background research into historical events such as the War Between Land and Sea. Those last two articles were scary to write, as I was scared to death of political retribution from the faeries. 
 
    When I finished the last of my reports other than the one about the kelpies, I opened my laptop and treated myself to a marathon session of Dragon Age: Inquisition. As I signed in, I had a random thought: Saint George: if you can’t beat him in slaying dragons, might as well join him. 
 
    The next day, I wrapped and mailed the souvenirs I’d purchased in Romania for my mom and Aunt Hazel. At a Friday night get-together in Apple’s room, I handed out the souvenirs I’d bought for my friends. The Dracula cups were a big hit, so I was glad I’d kept them despite the serious chill they sent up my spine. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    Time was flying by so fast senior year, Halloween totally snuck up on me. Inari Holt had sent me her artwork for the October forum. It was truly amazing, as usual. The forum had been up and running for several weeks when I suddenly noticed it was October 21st. Only ten more days until Halloween! 
 
    I figured my friends must have been as busy as I was because no one had even mentioned a party or any kind of get-together. I figured I’d take the lead and send a group text: hey, halloween is only 10 days away. wanna plan something? 
 
    The replies were less than enthusiastic. Everyone was crushed with work. Did that mean we were officially adults now? Bummer… 
 
    Kai sent an interesting reply: shade, we should get 2gether halloween night. if ur prediction with the crystal ball comes true, my mom & aunt doli will appear 2 me. i could use ur company. 
 
    I replied: sure. i’d be honored. should we meet at ur place halloween night? 
 
    Kai answered: sounds good. how bout 8pm? 
 
    I replied: perfect. i’ll b there. 
 
    The next ten days went by in a blur. I’m glad I got all my journalism articles done early, other than the one on the kelpies, because things got really busy from Halloween on. 
 
    I went over to Kai’s on Halloween, as planned. The walk across campus to the Empaths House was as magical as usual on this particular holiday. Spells had been cast to make auroras dance across a pitch-black sky beginning the moment dawn would normally have produced a sunrise. Balls of light floated throughout campus. Talking, grimacing jack-o’-lanterns lined all the major walkways. The first one I passed pulled its lips into a snarky smile and said, “Hey, nice costume! Love the mask,” and started laughing. I wasn’t wearing a costume or mask. Very funny, pumpkin face. 
 
    Arriving at Kai’s place, I stood outside for a while, taking in the fantastic way the empaths had decorated their house for Halloween. Orange and white Christmas-style lights had been strung from the roof’s edge and all around the windows. The wooden shutters were open, revealing both old-fashioned glass and stained glass windows. Candlelight flickered through the stained glass, bringing individual scenes alive. Glowing skeletons and ghosts shined through the clear glass panes. Carved jack-o’-lanterns, light pouring from within, lined the staircase that wound around one side of the sandstone building. 
 
    As I walked up to the impressive entrance, two blue doors set into an arch outlined with alternating white and gold tiles, I discovered more jack-o’-lanterns. Most were intricately carved. All were lit with candles flickering inside the hollowed-out fruit. I bent down to study one with the scene of an old grizzled man wearing a hooded cape, carrying a lantern, about to enter a dark cave. It was incredibly detailed and creepy. 
 
    I rang the doorbell. A girl wearing a white silk dress with magnificent sparkly angel wings on her back and a glowing halo in her hair answered the door. When I told her I was there to see Kai, she told me to come in. After asking my name, she made a quick phone call. “You’re good to go. Kai said she’s expecting you.” With a smile, she sauntered off, probably to finish getting ready for a party. 
 
    Kai answered her door when I knocked. Unlike the girl I had just seen, Kai was dressed in everyday clothes, same as me. She invited me in. Her mood was solemn, which made sense. She and I were about to see if my reading of the crystal ball was accurate: if Kai’s mom and Aunt Doli would visit her on Halloween. To be fair, I’d only seen individual images inside the crystal orb: a building, a cat, angels, bags of candy, things like that; but Kai added them up and felt the things I’d seen within the crystal ball meant her mom and aunt would visit her on Halloween. 
 
    I stepped into Kai’s room. Her roommate wasn’t there. Kai said she’d gone to a party and would be away all night. 
 
    Kai had decorated her side of the room. Strings of miniature orange and white lights had been wrapped around the polished tree trunks that served as columns for her king-sized canopy bed. The pale green canopy made from voile decorated with golden leaves blended well with the autumn vibe. Flames were dancing in the fireplace. In front of it, there were jack-o’-lanterns and baskets filled with colorful gourds. The angel Christmas candle carousels had been set up on Kai’s massive wooden desk. The tiny candles had been lit; the metal angels were quietly flying around in their endless circles. 
 
    Next to the carousels, I noticed a Ouija Board. Before I had a chance to ask about it, Kai said, “That’s just in case…in case my mom and Aunt Doli don’t show. I thought we could try to contact them.” 
 
    “Sure. We could do that.” I really hoped we wouldn’t need to do it because there was no way to control who the Ouija Board contacted. However, if we had to use it as a last resort, I’d help Kai out. 
 
    Kai placed a cake and several bags of candy on her desk. “You saw a cake and bags of candy in the crystal ball. I figured that meant Halloween, so I bought some at the store. I figured we could enjoy them while we wait. Maybe they’ll increase the odds my mom and aunt will show up.” Kai shrugged her shoulders. Rifling through grocery bags, she placed paper plates, plastic utensils, paper cups, bottles of soda and a knife to cut the cake on her desk. It felt nice to know we’d have our own little party. 
 
    She cut a piece of cake for me and another for herself. It looked good: chocolate cake with creamy chocolate icing and chocolate mousse filling. I grabbed some peanut M&M’s, a snack-size Almond Joy and a can of Coke Zero. 
 
    We decided to watch a spooky movie while we waited. We settled on The Sixth Sense. We both concluded the most disturbing part of that movie was people not believing the young boy saw ghosts when he was obviously a talented ghost whisperer. I thanked my lucky stars I hadn’t seen that many ghosts when I was a kid. Looking back, I realize I saw a few from time to time; but it wasn’t constant like it was for that poor little kid in the movie. My mother wouldn’t have been the least bit supportive and she never would have thought to get a therapist for me. I would have been on my own. It wasn’t until high school when ghosts became a regular part of my life. And Brandon didn’t just float around. He interacted with me like a normal person would. He even annoyed me, just like regular people do in a relationship. And Brandon’s grandmother was awesome. Soon after I’d met them, I got a scholarship to Ocean View College, which was an incredibly safe and supportive environment where I could learn how to grow into my identity as a ghost whisperer. 
 
    By the time the movie ended, Kai started getting worried. “Maybe they’re not going to show up. Maybe the crystal ball was wrong.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to upset Kai. “It’s hard to tell. The crystal ball only provides images, and they’re kind of murky. We hoped the images I saw meant your mom and Aunt Doli would visit you tonight.” I looked at my cell phone. “It’s only 9:30, though. We still have two and a half hours until midnight. Want to watch another movie?” 
 
    Kai got up, went over to the desk and cut herself another slice of cake. “Do you want to play a board game? I need something to keep me busy, something to take my mind off worrying that my mom and aunt won’t show up.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Walking over to her closet, Kai opened the door and pointed to the top shelf. “Here are the games I have. What do you feel like playing?” 
 
    I saw a few standard games: Monopoly, Clue, a chess set. Then I saw Terraforming Mars. I’d played that once before and knew it was an incredibly complicated game, probably involved enough to keep Kai preoccupied. I pointed to the box. “How about Terraforming Mars? That should help keep your mind off things. We probably won’t even finish playing it tonight.” 
 
    Kai reached for the box and pulled it down. “Great idea. This could be just the ticket.” Sitting on the floor, she removed the box lid and started taking out the game pieces. 
 
    For the next few hours, we played at terraforming the Red Planet while stuffing ourselves with cake and candy. At 11:50, only ten minutes before midnight and the dashing of Kai’s hope, the lights went out. I realized it might be a power failure; but we didn’t hear anyone out in the hall shouting things like, What’s happening with the electricity? or You’ve got to be kidding me! I just lost all my work! No doubt that meant the power outage was confined to Kai’s room. 
 
    We stopped playing the board game. We stopped eating and drinking. We looked around the room, lit only by the light of fire, both from the fireplace and candles. The metallic angels continued swooping through their endless loops, oblivious to our concerns. I felt incredibly nervous. Kai was strung so tight, the cords on her neck had become pronounced. 
 
    Five minutes later, a whooshing sound came from the fireplace, as though strong winds were blowing down the chimney. The flames on the carousel candles grew brighter, more intense. The angels spun around faster in their preordained flight path, like moons flying around Mars. Phobos and Deimos. Funny I should think of that then. The larger moon, Phobos, had been named after the god of panic. The second moon, Deimos, after the god of terror. At the moment, I embodied both. 
 
    The tink-tink-tink sound made by the angels as metal touched upon metal sped up. I remained glued to my spot on the floor close to the cardboard replica of Mars. I thought about Leotard Girl, the superhero of the graphic novel I’d started working on in high school, how her powers had come from the red tights made by runaway robots on Mars. I thought about how I’d started wearing red tights in high school whenever I’d needed a boost of self-esteem and personal power. I’d time traveled back to that era this Halloween night, to a time in my life when I’d felt completely powerless. Once again, I felt stripped of all power, frozen to the spot by Phobos and Deimos. 
 
    Slowly, fog filled the corner of the room next to Kai’s desk. The angels flew faster. The flames flickered like manic dancers. 
 
    A line of roses, strung together like Christmas lights, appeared against the smokiness of fog. Then, in quick succession: snakes, wolves, butterflies and a couple of ravens. The tattoos of Kai’s mom! Moments later, her mom appeared, more solid now than pure fog. Her long black hair was swept up into a braid and shaved along the temples, same as it had been in life. She had hoop earrings lined up along the outside of her ears and a small silver bar through her nose. 
 
    Immediately afterward, Kai’s Aunt Doli appeared—first as fog, then more like herself when she’d been alive, the red arrowhead shape on top of her black hair. 
 
    Kai gasped, then ran toward her mom for a hug, disappearing partially within the fog that was her presence. Next, she hugged her Aunt Doli, resulting in a similar effect. 
 
    Floating over to the bed, Kai’s mom sat down. Her Aunt Doli did the same. 
 
    Kai’s mom looked around the room. “This is really nice, Kai. I’m proud of you for going to college. Are you enjoying it?” 
 
    Kai sat at her desk, close to the spinning angels. “I’m enjoying it a lot, actually. Last semester, I went to Japan as a foreign exchange student. All of us who are empaths got to work with the monks from the Seirinji Temple, helping people affected by the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster. It was difficult work, but very rewarding.” 
 
    Her mom looked concerned. “Were you safe?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, definitely. Shade, on the other hand…” She looked over at me. 
 
    I explained a bit about what had happened in Romania. 
 
    Kai’s mom and aunt looked increasingly concerned. They seemed shocked by the things I was telling them. 
 
    Kai’s mom said, “That’s disturbing. I have to say I’m surprised students are put in that kind of situation. On the other hand, those ghosts you helped…” She looked over at Kai’s aunt. “We’ve met people like that in the afterlife. They desperately need help in order to rest in peace. You should feel good about providing that kind of assistance. As for the vampires…that must have been terrifying. I certainly wouldn’t recommend students ever take that on. But, wow, setting up a situation that led to the vampire hunters eradicating them…you saved a lot of lives, eternal lives at that. That’s wonderful.” 
 
    Kai’s mom and aunt stayed for a few more hours, talking in depth about all kinds of things. At one point, Kai’s aunt asked her, “Do you know why we came to visit you on this particular day?” 
 
    Kai glanced over at me. “Well, Shade predicted you’d visit on Halloween by looking into her crystal ball.” 
 
    Kai’s mom looked surprised. “Are you a fortune teller?” 
 
    Hardly. “No, it’s for a class I’m taking. Kai agreed to let me do a reading for her, for one of my class assignments.” 
 
    Kai’s mom ran her fingers over a line of her hoop earrings, like someone running their fingers over a string of worry beads. “Well, you have a talent for it. We did show up tonight because it was Halloween. But we also showed up on a day that’s special within our Native American culture. From October 28th to November 2nd, we celebrate our Day of the Dead that goes all the way back to Aztec culture.” 
 
    Kai leaned forward. “Really? We never celebrated it in our family.” 
 
    Kai’s mom stopped playing with her earrings. She placed her hands flat against her thighs. “I know. We should have.” She laughed with what felt close to gallows humor. She pointed to herself, to her sister, then back at herself. “Now that we’re dead, it seems high time we celebrated the holiday.” 
 
    Kai’s face took on a pained expression. 
 
    Her mom continued, “Next year, let’s do it right. How would you feel about setting up an altar with candy, skull décor, flowers, photographs, things like that, and we’ll come and visit…well, if we can…the rules are still kind of murky to us about when we can and can’t make an appearance to our loved ones.” 
 
    Kai got up, sat next to her mother and placed her head on her shoulder. “I’d love that.” 
 
    Eventually, Kai’s mom and aunt began to lose color and detail, filling in with fog. Before that progressed too far, they wrapped their arms around Kai and gave her a hug. Her mom said, “I’m so proud of you, Kai. Take care of yourself. And have a great school year.” Waving me over, her mom gave me a hug as well. “And, Shade, you take care of yourself, too. You won’t be going back to Romania, will you?” I assured her I wouldn’t be. Kai’s aunt hugged me next. Then they both gave Kai another hug. Moments later, they disappeared, their forms dissolving into increased fog, then vanishing completely like steam in the desert. 
 
    The angels slowed down, sped up, then stabilized, the candles burning on the carousel with even flames. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    A few days into November, things intensified so much regarding the kelpies, I was glad I’d gotten a head start on my assignments. 
 
    First, I heard from Maeghan. The text filled my stomach with butterflies: go ahead. get in touch with eilis atchinson. she’s looking forward to talking with you. turns out she has a few kelpie friends. 
 
    I texted back: great! thank you! i’ll do that right away. 
 
    I called Li and told her the news. She decided to come over to my room while I called Eilis, something I appreciated tremendously; but she couldn’t come over before 10:00 that night. When she got to my place, we realized it was very early morning in Scotland. We decided we’d hang out together doing homework until 2:00 in the morning. That way, it would be 10:00 AM in Scotland, a perfect time to call there. We wouldn’t have been able to sleep anyway and we always had lots of homework. Senior year, homework was endless, to tell you the truth. The more homework we knocked out early, the less we’d have to do later on, so staying up late that night was a win in more ways than one. 
 
    At 1:00 AM, we took a break, grabbing snacks from a vending machine downstairs. 
 
    When it came time to call Eilis, my heart started racing. Making plans to get closer to the kelpies felt illicit, like trying to develop a relationship with a criminal organization. My research would focus on finding out if they were sociopaths or not; but for now, I was trying to get closer to a group banished by most of the magical community. 
 
    I pulled my phone from my pocket. “Well, here goes nothing…” 
 
    Li furrowed her brow, causing the trail of blue and white stars on her forehead to fall and rise like waves in the ocean. “Don’t say that. Don’t say ‘nothing.’ We want this to be anything but that.” Smiling, she squeezed my arm, then sat on the couch. 
 
    Feeling incredibly nervous, I made the call. 
 
    A woman with a Scottish accent answered. “Good morning.” 
 
    “Hello. Is this Eilis Atchinson?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is Eilis.” 
 
    I stood up, pacing the room as I introduced myself. “Hi. My name’s Shade Griffin.” I decided to leave out Galactic and my usual explanation of my name, so I could dive right into the reason I was calling. “I’m a student at Ocean View College in the United States. I was referred to you by Maeghan O’Shea…” 
 
    Eilis interrupted me as soon as I mentioned Maeghan’s name. “Aye! She told me ye’d be calling. I’m happy to talk with ye about the kelpies. Tell me, how is yer research going?” 
 
    “So far, I’ve only had the chance to research the kelpies through books. Eilis, I have another student here who’s going to be working with me. Is it OK if I put the phone on speaker?” 
 
    “Of course. I’m so happy to hear ye want to give the kelpies a chance. Some of my best friends are kelpies.” 
 
    I was delighted to hear that. Some of her best friends. This was bringing me much closer to a group so mysterious and shut off from the rest of the world, they were little more than myth to me. 
 
    Sitting next to Li on the couch, I clicked my phone onto speaker. 
 
    Li said, “Hello, Eilis. It’s so nice to meet you. My name is Li Zhang. Like Shade, I’m a senior here at Ocean View College.” 
 
    “Hi, Li. I’m so happy you’re both interested in helping the kelpies. D’you want to know anything in particular about them?” Eilis sounded warm and friendly. 
 
    I spoke next. “My understanding is that the kelpies are limited to an extremely small area of our planet, living only in the lochs and pools of Scotland, and the Blue Men of the Minch are confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. Is that true?” 
 
    Eilis sighed. “Aye. Unfortunately, that’s definitely true.” 
 
    I tapped my fingers on the couch cushion. “Do you know why?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know for sure, but I have my suspicions.” She paused. I could hear Eilis draw in her breath and let it out, as though gathering courage for whatever she was going to say next. “I suspect the faeries are keeping them in check. I have no idea why, though. Like I said, I have kelpie friends. They’re decent people. I’ve known a few of them since I was a kid.” 
 
    I looked over at Li when Eilis said she suspected the faeries were controlling the kelpies. To Eilis, I said, “Oh, my goodness, that was my exact same guess. We’ve had trouble with the faeries here on campus as well…” 
 
    Li leaned closer to speak directly into the phone. “Eilis, I should let you know that I’m half-faerie…” 
 
    There was silence on the other end of the phone. 
 
    Li continued, “Half-faerie isn’t the same as pure-blood faerie. My mom’s pure-blood faerie; my biological father’s human. My mom got remarried to a pure-blood faerie and they had my sister…my half-sister, actually. My mom’s great to me, but my sister has all the worst traits of a pure-blood faerie. I’m not the same as her. If the faeries are confining the kelpies to specific areas in order to keep them under control, I want to help change that. That kind of thing is disgusting.” 
 
    Eilis replied, “No worries. I understand completely that pure-blood faeries are the problem. It’s their culture. It’s so easy for them to buy into the idea that they’re superior to all other races.” 
 
    Li absentmindedly played with a few strands of her hair, long brown hair streaked purple and blue. “I think it’s actually a cruel defense mechanism they use. Pure-blood faeries are quite vulnerable here on Earth. Metal burns them something awful. Here at Ocean View, they totally overcompensate. They said they couldn’t live in the regular buildings because there’s too much metal. But what did they do? They built an elaborate compound for themselves with marble buildings, all secluded in a gorgeous wooded area, and put a fence around it protected by magical spells, so no one else can get in. If it was really all about keeping away from metal, they could have built themselves a bunch of wooden huts out in the forest. What they did was nothing more than full-blown elitism, making sure everyone gets the message they’re superior, even though they’re not.” 
 
    Li clearly had strong feelings about the situation. I thought back to the time we broke into the pure-blood faerie compound. That was awesome until a couple of pure-bloods beat up Apple. That affected Apple for a long time. 
 
    I spoke next. “As Li explained, we have the same kind of conflict here in the United States that you seem to be having between the faeries and kelpies over there. Have you heard about the War Between Land and Sea that we had over here?” 
 
    Eilis said, “Yeah, I studied that in graduate school, actually.” 
 
    That was impressive. “That’s great. I’m doing a research paper on Scotland for my real-world journalism class.” I have no idea why I said that. I think it was to let Eilis know that, like her, I was global enough to take an interest in learning about other countries. Li looked at me with a puzzled expression. I decided to elaborate, to connect my awkward statement to my interest in the kelpies, in the hope it made sense. “I’m also doing a research project on the kelpies for my magical-world journalism class. The topic is: Kelpies: why are they restricted to such a small geographical area? It relates to a second topic I’m researching for that same class: The importance of creating greater equality between magical people of the land and magical people of the sea.” 
 
    Eilis was quiet after that—probably for only a few seconds, but it felt like an eternity. Finally, she said, “Can you guys come over to Scotland? I could introduce ye to my kelpie friends. I’m sure they’ll appreciate all the work you’re doing on their behalf.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick had asked Li the same thing: Could she go to Scotland? He wanted to show her the research he and Dr. McKewen had done on the kelpies. 
 
    Maybe we should go to Scotland. Making eye contact with Li, I told Eilis, “That would be awesome. Ocean View runs a lot of foreign exchange programs. And we are doing research for our school paper. I’ll look into the possibility of Li and I coming to Scotland.” 
 
    Li looked surprised, but didn’t say anything until it was time to say goodbye. Then she simply said, “It was great talking with you, Eilis. Thanks for all your help.” 
 
    When I clicked the phone off, Li leaned forward on the couch. “Do you think we could actually do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why don’t I start by talking to my advisor?” 
 
    “OK. Sounds good. It feels like a door into a new universe is opening for us. The kelpies have been kept under wraps to such an incredible degree, I can’t even imagine where all of this will lead.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    I was a tangle of nerves, waiting to hear back from Dr. Renwick with answers to our questions. I decided I’d schedule an appointment with my student advisor to talk about future careers, which would fulfill an assignment for my Careers in Ghost Whispering class as well as give me a chance to ask about possible scholarships to do research on the kelpies in Scotland. 
 
    I looked up the name of my senior year advisor. Dr. Olivia Bell. I called her office to make an appointment. She was booked up until a couple of days after Thanksgiving break. Ugh! I was so disappointed. Time was slipping through my fingers. I only had seven months until graduation. I took the appointment and added it to all my calendars, both digital and paper: December 1st at 10:00 AM. The semester would end less than three weeks after that. And when we returned from winter break, I’d be less than six months away from graduation. My world was an hourglass and time was slipping through it. 
 
    I had gotten so caught up with assignments before Thanksgiving, I decided to go home and take a real vacation there: no work, just lots of turkey and relaxation. Kai said she’d love to join me. 
 
    The extended weekend was fun. Everyone pitched in to make the Thanksgiving feast. We had turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, honey butter biscuits that were out of this world, sweet potatoes with marshmallows on top and a corn casserole. For dessert, we had apple pie with vanilla ice cream. 
 
    That night, we watched movies. The next day, my Aunt Hazel suggested we go for a drive. She took us to a gorgeous forest of redwood trees. I suspect that was to encourage my mom to hike, which would be good for her heart. It turned out to be good for all of us, forest bathing in one of the most magnificent forests I’d ever seen. 
 
    On the last full day before Kai and I had to head back to campus, we spent the afternoon painting ceramics with my family at a little studio my aunt had discovered a few weeks earlier. That was so much fun! Had there been more time, I would have made a lot of Christmas gifts there. Since I only had time to paint one big thing or a bunch of little things, I made a lot of Christmas ornaments: snowflakes, gingerbread people, Christmas trees and wreaths. Kai painted a ceramic gingerbread house, adding strings of lights hanging from the roof and surrounding the windows and front door. She spent a lot of time on tiny details that made the house very special. My Aunt Hazel said she’d pick everything up when they were finished getting fired in the kiln and we could add them to the decorations when we came home for Christmas. My mom and Aunt Hazel both painted Christmas trees with holes along the branches where light from an LED candle placed inside the tree would shine through. 
 
    Time flew by. Before I knew it, I was sitting across the desk from Dr. Olivia Bell, listening to her describe the careers I could go into. She had the trace of a British accent. She was wearing a black skirt with a pink sweater and a string of pearls. “You’ve done very well here, Shade. There are a number of areas where you’ve excelled. You’d be excellent as a ghost whisperer or fortune teller and, of course, you could always go on to graduate school. You certainly have the grades to go into any field requiring further specialization: medical school, for example. You could become a doctor for ghost whisperers and empaths or further specialize to treat merpeople or any of the other magical groups.” 
 
    I was surprised and honored she thought I could actually become a doctor. I had trouble seeing myself in that role. 
 
    Something she said nagged at my brain and wouldn’t let go. I doubted doctors graduating from Ocean View could treat any of the other magical groups. I doubted Ocean View doctors treated the kelpies. And I would have been very surprised if the full-blood faeries let anyone other than another full-blood faerie touch them. 
 
    I decided to use this as a segue to broach the topic of going overseas to do research on the kelpies. “I’ve been especially interested in the kelpies. Does Ocean View have a medical school program for training doctors to treat them?” 
 
    A blank expression settled on Dr. Bell’s face, as though her mind had been erased of all words. Finally, she said, “No, we don’t. They’re a very exclusive group. They confine themselves to a small area of Scotland and cause a lot of damage with the violent storms they create. I assume they have their own system of medical care.” 
 
    She didn’t seem particularly outraged about the kelpies’ situation. More than anything, she seemed disinterested, repeating only what she’d heard about them. 
 
    Confrontation always made me nervous. I hoped what I was about to say wouldn’t become overly confrontational. I dove in. “Not much is known about the kelpies. In addition to discussing my future career plans, I wanted to ask you how I might pursue a particular research project on the kelpies that I had in mind.” 
 
    Dr. Bell moved a pile of books out of the way and leaned her arms on the desk. She seemed interested in what I had to say. “Yes?” 
 
    I continued. “Last year in my Introduction to Maps class, I became interested in the kelpies. I learned all about how they’re restricted to an incredibly small part of the world: the lochs and pools of Scotland. And one particular group of kelpies, the Blue Men of the Minch, are confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. It seemed strange to me that they would do that to themselves. I started wondering if they were being confined to that area by a more powerful group.” 
 
    Dr. Bell replied in an overly calm voice, as though simply pointing out facts, “They’re so incredibly destructive, it wouldn’t be surprising if a Scottish group was keeping them confined. We do the same to people over here who break the law. They go to prison.” 
 
    “After a trial.” 
 
    Dr. Bell looked confused. “What?” 
 
    “We only send people to prison after a trial in which they’ve been found guilty. The entire race of kelpies is confined to a very limited part of the Earth. That doesn’t sound like they’re guilty. It sounds like they’re being held there against their will and they’re angry.” 
 
    Picking up a pen, Dr. Bell tapped it absentmindedly on her desk. “What was the particular research project you wanted to ask me about?” 
 
    Excellent. At least she’d allow me to discuss it. 
 
    “I came up with the idea in my Introduction to Maps class. Dr. Wèi, the professor for that class, mentioned some situations in which virtual worlds have broken down real-world boundaries. For instance, Chinese people have communicated about things not approved by their government in online computer games, rather than out loud where they could be more easily overheard and arrested. It turns out the Minecraft game has a virtual library where banned journalism is stored. That project was actually created by Reporters Without Borders, and the library was built by a design studio. So, I thought that maybe the kelpies could use their magical skills to send messages to the communication devices on ships, to begin communicating information about their situation first to sailors and then to the rest of the world.” 
 
    Dr. Bell resumed tapping her pen on the desk, using it as a kind of metronome as she ticked through her private thoughts on the subject. “How would anyone reach the kelpies to propose such a project, though?” 
 
    That was the perfect question. I had some possible answers. 
 
    “I’ve talked with someone who actually has kelpie friends in Scotland.” 
 
    Dr. Bell dropped her pen on the desk. “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. She’s a selkie from Ireland. She spent summers in Scotland when she was growing up and has kelpie friends.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Also, one of my friends here on campus spent last semester in Scotland as a foreign exchange student and met a professor there who was doing research on the kelpies. That professor’s team is interested in helping us pursue our own research if we can get over to Scotland. That’s what I wanted to ask you: Is there a way I could go to Scotland to do this and still graduate on time?” I left out the part about how that professor had died in a storm while working on her kelpie project. Ocean View was squeamish about placing students in dangerous situations like that. Well, at least on purpose. Romania hadn’t exactly been a piece of cake as far as safety went. 
 
    “Well, let’s see.” Dr. Bell opened a folder on her desk. “Uh-huh. Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” She ran her finger down the page. Then she took out a calculator to add up something. I had no idea what she was doing. Figuring out the cost of me taking a second trip abroad? 
 
    Finally, she looked up from whatever she’d been working on. “By the end of next semester, you’ll have more than enough credits to graduate with both a major in Ghost Whispering and a minor in Journalism. You can continue to take courses in Scotland and you’d get credits for whatever research you do over there as long as you write a report about it. I’m assuming you plan on writing a report about it…” 
 
    “Oh, yes, definitely.” This was great news, but I had a huge concern. “Will I be able to graduate here on campus on the regular graduation date?” 
 
    “Absolutely. You can request any dates you’d like for your research trip abroad. It’s different from a full semester abroad as a foreign exchange student. You’ll be applying for a research grant.” Dr. Bell stood up, walked over to a file cabinet and pulled out a manila file folder. Sitting back down at her desk, she handed me a paper from it. “Here’s the application. Just fill it out and return it to me as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Thank you! This is fantastic.” 
 
    Dr. Bell looked at me with the weariest of smiles. “I’m happy to do it. We like to keep our gifted students happy.” 
 
    I didn’t know what to say, so I just ended up mumbling some kind of thanks once again. I was considered gifted? I knew I’d been considered difficult the whole time I was growing up, but gifted? Was that part of my file? I could totally live with that if it gave me opportunities like going to Scotland to study the kelpies. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    I filled out the application for a research grant before winter break. Li got in touch with her adviser and did the same. We hadn’t heard back before leaving for home, so we kind of assumed we hadn’t gotten the money. No doubt Ocean View didn’t want to risk putting us in that kind of danger. Everything that happened in Romania had probably blown my chances of traveling abroad to another dangerous location. 
 
    Disappointed, but feeling I should give Maeghan some kind of article about the kelpies for the school paper, I wrote about their history and location and raised the question of why they were confined to such a small area. Since I had no answers, I explored two possibilities: 1.) They choose to stay there because something about the area agrees with them, 2.) They’re being confined there against their will, perhaps by magical forces. It wasn’t the best article. It had no moral or political stance. I felt guilty, but it was the best I could do. I made sketches of kelpies from information I found about them online and handed those in with the article. I let Maeghan know I’d applied for a research grant and if I got it, I’d submit more in-depth articles. She was fine with that and thanked me for writing up what I had. “This will be a great introduction to your series if you get more information.” 
 
    I let Li know I had handed in the article and invited her to write one as well if she wanted to. She said, “No, that’s fine. I don’t have anything to add right now.” 
 
    After a crushing week of exams, I headed home with Kai. 
 
    Christmas was an especially wonderful one. Last year, my mom and Aunt Hazel had gone off on a Christmas cruise. This year, it was like they’d decided to make up for that. My mom broke down crying several times about how this was my last Christmas at home “unless you decide to live here after graduation…you’re always welcome to do that…you could get a job in town,” so maybe that was the actual reason; but whatever it was, they went all out this Christmas. 
 
    When the bus parked in front of my house and the driver started unloading our bags, I just stared at the scene in front of us. Everything looked phenomenal. The front door and all the windows were framed in colorful lights. Glowing icicles dripped from the edges of the roof. Santa sat in a sleigh pulled by reindeer on our front lawn. Lights twinkled around the edges of the sleigh. Rudolph’s nose was a bright red bulb. Illuminated snowflakes hung from a tree in our front yard. It was awesome! 
 
    When my mom answered the door, the heavenly aroma of cinnamon and vanilla came wafting out. That turned out to be a combination of things: cinnamon rolls for breakfast, Christmas cookies for whenever we wanted them, and candles scented vanilla, cinnamon, and apple pie. 
 
    When Kai and I stepped inside, my mom gave us both a warm hug. She was wearing an apron. This was such an incredible change for her, it made me feel both good and a little uncomfortable. I decided to let myself enjoy the holiday. I really needed a stress-free break. 
 
    That night, Kai and I sat in the living room reading novels while a fire burned in the fireplace. That became my favorite room over vacation. My mom and aunt had bought an enormous tree. It was the first time we’d had a high enough ceiling and a large enough room for that size tree. They’d hung all our old decorations and then bought a whole bunch more because the tree had so much extra space. Colorful lights and silver garland had been woven throughout the branches. 
 
    Stockings with our individual names on them had been stuffed with goodies and hung from the fireplace mantle. Wrapped packages were piled under the tree. 
 
    Santa Claus figurines, ceramic Christmas trees with tiny lights and other tabletop decorations had been placed on end tables. Ceramic cottages and shops sat on top of the mantle. 
 
    I fell asleep that first night home on the couch across from the fireplace. I’d been reading Gold Fame Citrus by Claire Vaye Watkins. It’s a beautifully written novel, but intense. It paints a frightening portrait of a world devastated by climate change. I closed the book to think about something that was bothering me. Perhaps it would be dangerous to bring the kelpies out into the rest of the world. I mean, Li and I were just undergraduate students. We had no idea what we were doing. The kelpies had immense power over weather. It’s quite possible they’d been destroying ships, including Dr. McKewen’s research vessel, through the creation of violent storms. I fell asleep comforted by the idea that I probably wouldn’t receive a research grant to go over to Scotland, anyway. Wakened by an awful nightmare in which I opened a gate to the kelpies’ world, allowing them to escape and destroy my mom and Aunt Hazel’s house, I rolled over in the direction of the Christmas tree, finding comfort in the soft glow of colorful lights and shiny ornaments. 
 
    On the afternoon of Christmas Eve, I received a couple of special gifts by email. I had to contain myself from screaming out loud and running downstairs to let everyone know. First, I received my course schedule for next semester. I’d gotten all the classes I’d requested. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, Second Semester Senior Year: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Magical World II (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Interviewing Reluctant Subjects (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Magical World II (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    11:00 AM: Interviewing Reluctant Subjects (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Journalism for the Magical World II (Journalism) 
 
    3:00 PM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
      
 
    The second email basically canceled the relevance of the first, since I’d have to change my schedule. It was from the Ocean View College Research Grant Department. I’d gotten a research grant to go to Scotland for however much of second semester I wanted to spend there. I was to report in with my advisor on main campus at the start of the semester and then take it from there. 
 
    I tried texting Li immediately, waited ten minutes, then tried calling her. No answer either way. Arrrrrrrgh. I thought I’d explode from excitement and nervousness. 
 
    I have trouble bottling up emotions. It always feels like they expand the way gases do, threatening to shatter the bottle. I decided I’d better calm down. The information I had was rather volatile. It was Christmas Eve. I didn’t want to ruin what might really be my last holiday living at home. I didn’t want to do that to my mother and aunt, especially after they’d worked so hard to make Christmas special this year. 
 
    Lying on my bed, I listened to some chillhop music until I calmed down enough to leave my room. 
 
    When I came downstairs, I found my mom stirring apple cider in a pot on the stove, my aunt making dumplings to place on top of stew for Christmas Eve dinner and Kai reading a book in the living room. Christmas music was playing in the background. 
 
    Dinner was awesome. Everyone was in a great mood and the food was delicious. 
 
    Exchanging gifts was fun. My mom gave me a tan cashmere coat. She said, “I thought it looked professional, for when you get your first job after graduation.” My aunt gave me a leather jacket “for more casual days.” My mom teared up explaining her gift to me. I ended up tearing up as well, mostly because she was being so sweet. I had trouble feeling teary about life after graduation—first, because I couldn’t even imagine what I’d be doing and second, because I hoped it would involve adventure and that made me excited rather than sad. I hugged my mom and aunt and thanked them for the awesome gifts. I wasn’t sure I’d need a fancy coat or jacket for the kind of work I’d end up doing, but I definitely planned on wearing them somewhere. They were very cool. 
 
    My mom gave Kai a Navajo blanket coat. I’d never heard of those, but it was absolutely beautiful. The colorful designs were exquisite. The only place I’d ever seen anything similar was on Navajo pottery. My mom told Kai she’d ordered it from a shop where everything was made by the Navajo people. Kai teared up at that. She said the mom of one of her friends used to make those and she’d always loved them. Now, she owned one. 
 
    My aunt gave Kai silver and turquoise earrings and a beautiful piece of pottery from the same store. Kai teared up all over again. The gifts meant a lot to her. It seemed like my mom and aunt were trying to give Kai a bit of home that she could carry with her when she stepped out into the world as an orphan following graduation. It was very thoughtful. 
 
    I gave my mom a set of oil paints she’d been wanting and some new brushes. I gave my Aunt Hazel a Christmas throw blanket designed with a scene of Santa and his reindeer flying over rooftops. Kai gave my mom and aunt a box of gourmet Christmas cookies. 
 
    Christmas day, Kai and I mostly lounged around in pajamas, reading books in the living room. It felt so safe and wonderful in there with the Christmas tree all decorated and a fire crackling in the fireplace. My mom and aunt had decided to spend the day making an elaborate feast. They said they didn’t need any help, which totally surprised me until I realized this was something they wanted to do together. There was so much laughter coming from the kitchen, I stopped feeling guilty about not insisting on helping and allowed myself to get lost in my book. 
 
    When my mom yelled from the kitchen, “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes,” Kai and I finally went upstairs to change into clothes—nothing fancy or anything, just jeans and a sweater. Kai and I both decided to wear cheesy Christmas sweaters. Kai’s had a Santa Claus face in front with a red nose that lit up. Mine had a Christmas tree with blinking lights that I turned off during dinner, so I wouldn’t be obnoxious. 
 
    Li finally texted me late Christmas night after my mom and Aunt Hazel had gone to bed: just saw ur texts and saw that u called. sorry. i was visiting family 4 the holiday. did u get ur research grant? i hope so. i’ve been approved 4 mine. call me. 
 
    Kai and I were in the living room reading. I told her about the grant money and asked that she not say anything to my family until I told them. 
 
    Kai closed her book. “You won’t be on main campus for our last semester? What about graduation?” Sadness and concern settled on her face. “And what about the kelpies? You’ve just been through a frightening situation in Romania. The kelpies can be incredibly destructive.” 
 
    Propping my feet on the edge of the coffee table and leaning back, I tried to look relaxed and comfortable with my decision. “I’ll definitely be back for graduation. I wouldn’t miss that for the world. And chances are I’ll be back way before that. Research grants work differently than entire semesters abroad. You just go away until your research is done, that’s all. The kelpie situation will be a whole lot different than the Romania one. I know about the kelpies. I’m going to Scotland on purpose to study them. With Romania…” I got lost in thought for a moment. “…We had no idea we’d be working with a place that was protecting the undead. We were taken completely by surprise. Plus…undead. Hello. That’s a whole lot more dangerous than the kelpies.” Laughing, I tried to make light of the situation. 
 
    Kai laughed, although she still looked worried. “Well, OK, you have a point there. You have to come back for graduation, though. Promise?” 
 
    “I promise.” I looked at my cell phone. 2:00 AM. “I just got a text message from Li. She’s going, too. She actually put us in touch with someone from her semester abroad in Scotland who’s working with the kelpies there. I need to give her a call. Are you OK?” 
 
    Kai gave me a sad look. “Oh, sure, I’m fine. I’m having a wonderful Christmas here at your house, Shade. And this room: it’s like the coziest place ever. Have a good night.” 
 
    As I headed upstairs, I turned and looked back at the living room. Kai was sitting in front of the fireplace, watching the flames and shadows dance, her chin resting against the palms of her hands. 
 
    Hopping onto my bed, I gave Li a call. She was very happy to hear from me. We talked about the logistics of getting to Scotland. 
 
    Li said, “We can leave and come back whenever we want. How about I get in touch with Dr. Renwick and Eilis, let them know we got the grant money and ask them when would be best for us to go over there?” 
 
    “Sounds good. How do you feel about being away our last semester?” 
 
    Li sighed. “I feel kinda bad about that. I wish this had happened sooner.” 
 
    “Yeah. No matter what, I want to be back for graduation, though.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, for sure. We’ll do that, no matter what. I mean, even if we’re not done with our research, we can always go back to Scotland after graduation.” 
 
    I found that reassuring. It would mean I had something to do after graduation—not exactly a permanent job, but it was at least temporary work…and it was journalism, something I thought I might like to do for a career. No matter whether it was before or after graduation, I planned to write an article on the kelpies for the Ocean View newspaper. 
 
    The next morning, I got in touch with Maeghan and let her know what was happening. She said, “Congratulations! I’d be happy to publish any articles you write about the kelpies, whether you’ve graduated or not. The kelpies I knew when I was growing up were really cool. They deserve a break. I’d love to be part of giving them more opportunities.” 
 
    I also told Maeghan I’d have to give up my responsibilities for the forum. She was totally reassuring. “Oh, no problem. I understand you did a great job. You’ll be hard to replace, but I’ll make sure someone else gets trained to do it. You’re graduating at the end of the year, anyway, so we actually need to get someone else ready to take over. There’s no time like the present, I guess.” 
 
    Clicking off my phone, I knew it was time I told my mom what was happening. Stalling, I took a shower first. I took my time brushing my hair and getting dressed. It took me forever to decide what to wear, even though the decision only involved which pair of jeans and which sweater to put on. In the end, I chose my oldest, most comfortable jeans and the green woolen ski sweater with white snowflakes across the top that my mom had given me last Christmas. I guess it was my way of letting her know I appreciate her. 
 
    Going downstairs slowly, listening for whoever was up and what was going on, I discovered my mom alone in the living room, reading a magazine. Kai and Aunt Hazel weren’t anywhere to be seen, so I assumed they were up in their rooms. It was the perfect opportunity to talk to my mom. 
 
    Sitting in a chair across from where my mom was reading, I put a positive spin on what I was about to tell her. “Hey, mom, I have some exciting news.” 
 
    Closing her magazine and placing it on the coffee table, my mom smiled. “Oh? What’s going on?” 
 
    I picked up the magazine to stall for time. “What’s this?” 
 
    My mom looked puzzled. “It’s an art magazine…full of tips on how to create better paintings. What did you want to tell me?” 
 
    I decided to go with one of my tried and true methods for forcing myself to share difficult information: just blurt it out. “I was checking my emails…and found out I got a research grant to go to Scotland next semester.” 
 
    Reflections from the Christmas tree lights danced in my mom’s eyes. “What? How could you get a research grant? You’re just a student. Are you quitting college?” 
 
    I laughed softly. “No. Not at all. The grant is from the college. I’ll still have enough credits to graduate and I’ll be back in plenty of time to go to graduation. I wouldn’t miss that for the world. You and Aunt Hazel will be there, right?” 
 
    “Of course we will.” My mom didn’t want to talk about graduation, though. She wanted to talk about the time between now and then. “What about spring break? Will you be home for spring break?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mom.” I decided it was high time I had a more in-depth discussion with her about the nature of my studies at Ocean View. “Mom, do you know exactly what I’m studying at Ocean View?” 
 
    My mom looked away, apparently searching for an answer. “Ummm…I know you’re studying journalism. Oh…Is that why you’re getting a research grant? Are you doing research for your journalism degree?” My mom laughed. “You didn’t let an important project go until the last minute, did you?” 
 
    Ouch. I decided to ignore that last comment. “No. No, this isn’t a last minute project. In fact, I’m way ahead of schedule with having enough credits and projects to graduate. This actually came about because I got so involved researching a story that’s happening in Scotland, I was offered grant money to go there to get more facts.” 
 
    My mom cleared her throat, which set off a coughing fit. 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    My mom cleared her throat once again. “Yeah, I’m fine. What kind of story are you working on?” 
 
    Hoo-boy. I doubted my mother was ready to hear about kelpies…or better yet, the Blue Men of the Minch. 
 
    “Weather. It’s about weather. They have some terrible storms in the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland and I have a grant to go over there and write a paper on how the Scots deal with it.” 
 
    My mom’s forehead wrinkled with worry. “You’re going to be working in storms, like those journalists who report from places being hit by hurricanes?” 
 
    “No, mom, just talking to people about them. It won’t be any different than going to Florida in the aftermath of a storm and asking people what happened to their homes.” 
 
    The wrinkles only deepened on my mother’s forehead. “Shade, they evacuate Florida during really bad storms. They force people to go to safer places. Hurricane evacuation’s a regular thing there.” 
 
    I was doing a terrible job of explaining things. “OK. Let’s say Maine then. It won’t be any worse than Maine.” That was probably the most honest example I could have come up with. People on land might be OK, but Maine fishermen often died in storms out at sea. I wasn’t yet sure if I’d be doing most of my research on land or out at sea, but my mom didn’t have to know that. 
 
    My mom’s face relaxed. “Ahhh. OK. How did you get interested in weather, anyway? I didn’t know you were interested in that.” 
 
    It wasn’t the weather I was interested in. It was the beings powerful enough to create monstrous storms and other types of weather. “It just came up in one of my classes and I thought it was interesting.” 
 
    My mom shrugged her shoulders. “Huh. Weather. It doesn’t sound like the most interesting subject, but…well, OK. When do you leave?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I just found out I got the grant, so now I have to work out the details.” 
 
    I’d planned on talking to my mom about my Ghost Whispering major, but I decided to let that go for the time being. I think I’d already given her enough upsetting news for one day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    At the end of winter break, Kai and I traveled back to campus together. I was glad we had that extra time together before things got hectic with me making arrangements to go to Scotland and Kai dealing with the pressures of her last semester at Ocean View. I felt crushed thinking about the work ahead, wrapping up my last semester while taking on a huge project in Scotland. I hoped I’d made the right choice, but going to Scotland to research the kelpies was too amazing an opportunity to pass up. 
 
    Carrie was in our room when I got back, typing something on her laptop. She turned around as soon as I stepped through the door. “Hey, Shade, how’re you doing?” 
 
    “Good.” I hurried over to my side of the room to drop my stuff off, then came back to hang out with Carrie for a bit. “Hey, I have some news.” 
 
    Carrie swiveled her chair around to face me. She was wearing black-and-white striped overalls with a lime-green shirt. She’d applied a little bit of makeup: pale green eye shadow, black mascara and a hint of blush. She’d wrapped a lime-green scarf around the front of her hair like a headband, letting the rest of her wild red hair puff out behind it. Her eyes looked more intensely green than ever. “Yeah? What’s up?” 
 
    “Over break, I found out I got a research grant to go to Scotland this semester to study the kelpies.” 
 
    “What? This semester? How are you going to do that? I mean, you’re here and it’s our last semester. When would you go?” 
 
    I looked at my cell phone. “I have an appointment in about an hour with my senior year advisor, Dr. Olivia Bell. I’ll be scheduling everything—my classes and the trip—with her. I think it’s going to be a crazy semester.” 
 
    Carrie looked over at my side of the room. “Wow. I’m going to miss you. It’s going to be awfully quiet here.” She swiveled her chair from side to side, pressing her foot on the floor to make it turn. “What about graduation?” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be back for graduation. Hopefully, I’ll be back long before that. The research grant just lasts until my research is done.” 
 
    “Well, that’s cool. I’ll stay in touch. I’ll let you know about anything that comes up, like plans for graduation parties and stuff.” Carrie started turning toward her desk, then swung her chair back around. “And, hey, send me pictures of Scotland, OK? I always wanted to go there. The scenery looks gorgeous.” 
 
    After unpacking and taking a shower, I headed over to Dr. Bell’s office. I thought the shower would wake me up, but it didn’t. I felt exhausted from all the bus travel getting to Ocean View. The only thing keeping me awake was excitement and nervousness. I couldn’t believe I’d soon be heading off to another country. 
 
    Sitting across from Dr. Bell, I felt overwhelmed by everything. Wearing a yellow skirt suit with a black silk blouse, she looked so well put together. Her English accent made everything she said sound incredibly distinguished. And she sat behind a metal nameplate that let everyone know she had a Ph.D. Dr. Olivia Bell. Her office was filled with books. Diplomas and awards were displayed on her walls. 
 
    I felt the opposite of all that. My hair was still wet from the shower. I was wearing a pair of jeans, beat-up sneakers, and a wrinkled shirt I’d pulled out of my suitcase. I hadn’t even earned my undergraduate degree, never mind a graduate one, and I was about to take off for another country to study a dangerous group of magical beings while trying to finish my studies. It felt right then like I’d bitten off more than I could chew and I’d end up not being able to graduate on time, or ever. 
 
    Dr. Bell shuffled through papers, looking up a couple of times to smile at me. “OK. Here’s what I’ve got for you. I managed to talk with the professors whose classes you’re signed up to take on this campus this semester, as well as the professors teaching equivalent courses at Ocean View’s campus in Scotland where you’ll be working with Dr. Renwick. Everyone’s in agreement: you can take the same classes in Scotland that you would have taken here. You’re all signed up for the classes in Scotland now, and canceled for the classes here. I got in touch with Dr. Renwick, using the information you supplied on your application, and he said he’s willing to give you six course credits for the research you’ll be doing. That will place you well above the number of credits you need to graduate. Make sure you go to the bookstore here to pick up your books as well as the crystal ball assigned to you for your class, Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II. It’s much different, more advanced, than the one you had for your crystal orb class last semester. It’s important you pick up everything you need from the bookstore here because things may be sold out by the time you get to the Scottish bookstore.” 
 
    Dr. Bell shuffled through more papers, then reached across her desk to hand me an envelope. “I hope this is OK. Dr. Renwick said he could use you as soon as possible and I knew you wanted to be back here in time for graduation, so I booked a plane flight for you. This is your ticket. You leave the day after tomorrow, 9:00 AM. We’ll book your return flight whenever you’re done with your research, or whenever you’re ready to return.” 
 
    I had an out-of-body experience, anxiety swallowing me whole. Everything felt way too surreal. I accepted the ticket and thanked Dr. Bell. I made myself smile. There wouldn’t be any time to adapt to my new plans for the semester. I’d just have to dive in. It felt like diving into ice-cold water without a chance to dip your foot in first. 
 
    Everything continued to happen in a whirlwind after that. I told Carrie and all my other friends when I’d be leaving. I contacted Li. I was thrilled to discover we were on the same plane flight with seats next to each other. I figured our advisors must have planned that together; Dr. Bell probably ordered both tickets. I went to the bookstore and purchased everything I needed. The coolest thing was the crystal ball. It was slightly bigger than last year’s, had a gorgeous silver stand engraved with scroll designs and came in a beautiful purple velvet box. 
 
    I called my mom and Aunt Hazel. That was a difficult phone call. My mom tried to be encouraging, but I heard her get choked up and sniffle more than once. I promised to bring back something from Scotland for the both of them. My mom said, “Stay in touch. I want to hear about everything. It sounds like a very exciting trip.” I promised to call. I didn’t promise to tell her about everything. She and my aunt had absolutely no idea how truly “exciting” my trip was bound to be. 
 
    The night before I left, my friends had a get-together for me and Li in my room. Carrie had arranged it, figuring it would be best for me to already be in our room when the get-together ended, considering how early I had to get up. Li said that was fine, as she didn’t have too far to walk to get back to her own house afterwards. We ate cheese and crackers and chips, cupcakes and cookies, and drank soda and punch. I avoided caffeine, as I was already wired beyond measure and hoped to get some sleep that night. 
 
    The next morning, Li and I hopped on an Ocean View bus that took us to the ferry connecting Ocean View Island with the mainland. From there, another Ocean View bus took us to LAX, the Los Angeles International Airport. Unprepared for traveling by regular plane, I had to work through an anxiety attack while checking in. We’d always traveled by Ocean View vehicles before. Even when my mom had had her heart attack, Ocean View had provided vans and a private plane for Kai and me to go visit her in the hospital. For our trip overseas junior year, we’d taken off from an airport owned by Ocean View College. This time, I guess because the trip was for a research project we’d arranged on our own, Li and I were checking in at a large public airport and flying overseas by regular plane. 
 
    The airport was huge, and frightening. I worried there was some kind of security threat, as we passed by several groups of police officers with dogs. Was that normal or was something going on? 
 
    I had no idea where to go or what to do. Li was a lot calmer than me and helped me figure everything out. When she wasn’t sure where to go, she just asked someone. First, we checked the suitcases we weren’t taking on board. That went smoothly enough. After that, however, things got dicey. We passed through the first part of security, which involved showing our tickets and passports, just fine. But then we had to put our suitcases and backpacks that we were taking on board through the X-ray scanner, along with our jackets and shoes and cell phones, basically everything we had with us except the clothes on our backs. Well, I made a huge mistake in packing. In order to keep it safe, I’d packed my crystal ball in my carry-on luggage. As you can guess, airport security didn’t like the looks of that when it showed up looking like a bomb or something on X-ray. While our things were being checked, I stepped into the full body scanner, which is basically a people X-ray. I put my hands above my head, let the machine do its thing, figured everything would be OK. As I stepped out of the scanner, however, a woman security guard asked me to step aside. She talked to me with such severity, I figured I was in trouble, but I had no idea why. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I was supposed to speak, but I asked her if something was wrong. 
 
    Her face all sharp and angular, she looked at me with eagle eyes. She pointed to the spot where I was standing. “Just stay there.” 
 
    I started to tremble. I wished I’d eaten something since breakfast. Between my blood sugar dropping and nervousness, I was scared I might pass out. When Li finished going through the full body scanner, she stopped to talk to me. “Hey, Shade, what’s happening?” 
 
    The eagle-eyed security guard didn’t like that. She told Li, “Go on. Go on. You’re holding up the line.” 
 
    Li looked at her, then back at me, then pointed to a row of seats where people were putting on their shoes. “I’ll be over there.” 
 
    The security guard glared at her. “Move it.” 
 
    After Li left, the woman alternated between staring at me and watching the guards who were studying a computer screen displaying the images of things passing through the X-ray machine. Those guards were in a huddle, pointing to something on the monitor and discussing it. 
 
    At least Li knew where I was. If security dragged me off somewhere, Li would know it. She could report what had happened and have someone look for me. I guess. Could they even find me if that happened? I told myself to get a grip. My fears were getting the best of me and my imagination was blowing things out of proportion. At least I hoped that was the case rather than a lie I was telling myself in order to calm down. 
 
    The security guard who’d pulled me aside gave me an extremely judgmental look. Let me tell you, I wouldn’t want her on the jury if I’d been accused of a crime. Her eyes totally communicated her decision: Guilty. “There’s a problem with your luggage.” 
 
    Looking over at the other guards, she yelled to them. “Ready?” 
 
    One of them waved someone over. Turns out it was me. The judge-and-jury guard pointed at the end of the conveyor belt. “OK. Go over there. Hurry it up.” 
 
    Sticking my hands in my pockets to stop them from shaking, I walked over feeling as though my body was acting on its own, as though a switch had been flipped putting me in robot mode. I tried being friendly to the security guards at the conveyor belt. I forced a smile. “Hi. I understand there’s a problem with my luggage?” 
 
    They’d opened up my suitcase. I was so embarrassed. Everything had been tossed on a table, including my underwear. I saw people out of the corner of my eye stopping to stare. 
 
    I was horrified to see the crystal ball, all bright and shiny and sparkling under the lights, taken out of its container, and the beautiful purple velvet box tossed on its side on the cold metal table. I hoped there weren’t any scratches on the globe. It had been in perfect condition when I’d packed it. 
 
    A young guy with piercing blue eyes pointed at the crystal ball. “What’s this?” 
 
    “It’s a fortune-telling crystal ball.” I had no idea how to explain the reason I’d packed it for a trip to Scotland. I wanted to say it was for a college class, but that would sound crazy to someone only familiar with regular colleges. Are there even any regular classes where students are required to have a crystal ball? I highly doubt it. Then, suddenly, I had a stroke of genius. I made up an elaborate lie. “I’m on my way to Scotland on a research grant from my college. I’m going to be studying Scottish folklore. While I’m there, I’m going to be participating in Scottish festivals. I’ll be playing a fortune teller.” 
 
    The guy studied me with intense concentration. His eyes were so bright and blue and piercing, it felt like he could see right through me, in much the same way the X-ray machine had peered through my luggage. “Huh. Well, that sounds interesting. I’ve been to Scotland. Beautiful country.” 
 
    Waving to someone I couldn’t see, he yelled, “Check this out.” 
 
    I almost died. Two police officers walked over to us, one of them leading a German shepherd on a leash. First, the dog sniffed the crystal ball, my suitcase and everything that had been packed inside it. Then the officers led the dog over to me. It sniffed me, then sniffed some more, taking its time figuring out if I had anything on me that was dangerous. I tried not to shake in any visible way. Animals could smell fear. There was no way I could get rid of all my fear, but I tried to at least keep it under control. 
 
    Finally, the guy holding the leash nodded at the other security guards. “Everything seems fine.” 
 
    One of the X-ray guys told me I could pack my suitcase up. First, I placed the crystal ball back in its box. I figured I’d check for scratches later when we got to Scotland. If it was scratched, there wasn’t anything I could do about it, anyway. Then I threw my underwear into the suitcase and covered it up with my clothes. Wanting to get out of there as quickly as possible, I carried my shoes over to the bench Li was sitting on and put them on over there. 
 
    While I struggled to get my sneakers on and tie the laces, I explained what had happened. 
 
    Li looked at me with consternation. “I hope that crystal ball won’t be a problem when we go through customs and immigration at the Edinburgh Airport.” 
 
    I stopped tying my shoes. “What?” 
 
    “We have to get our stuff inspected when we arrive at the Edinburgh Airport.” 
 
    “Oh…” My hands started shaking. I occupied my mind by thinking about how I needed to eat and what might help raise my blood sugar before I passed out. 
 
    “Do you want me to glamour it for you?” 
 
    “What? The crystal ball? You can do that?” I remembered back to the time Li had helped us sneak into the full-blood faeries’ compound. She’d glamoured all of us to have the same kind of otherworldly glowing skin the pure-blood faeries have. “Oh…Of course you can.” 
 
    Li shrugged. “Sure. I mean, I might not have all the powers of a full-blood faerie, but I should be able to glamour something like a crystal ball.” She grinned. “Actually, glamouring is how I got through security so easily. I made the tattoos on my forehead invisible. It saved me a whole lot of scrutiny from the security guards.” 
 
    Li’s tattoos were back, the trail of blue and white stars rising and falling like waves as her facial expressions changed. 
 
    “So, how would it work? Would you make the crystal ball disappear? Wouldn’t it look odd inside the X-ray machine to have an empty space the shape of a box?” 
 
    Li laughed. “No. I’m a little bit better than that.” She rolled her eyes. “The space will look like it’s filled in with clothes. It will look completely natural.” Li laughed again. “Trust me, OK?” 
 
    I reached out and touched her arm. I felt so relieved. “Thank you so much. That sounds great. You wanna go get something to eat? I’m starving.” 
 
    “Definitely. Same here.” Pulling her cell phone out of her pocket, Li glanced at it. “We still have an hour and a half until boarding time.” 
 
    We found a restaurant with a decent lunch menu. I stuffed my face with a double bacon cheeseburger, fries and a vanilla shake. I was so hungry, it felt like the best meal ever. 
 
    After lunch, I bought some magazines and snacks for the flight, then watched videos on my cell phone while we waited to board. 
 
    The trip was long, fourteen hours and twenty minutes long! I watched a couple of movies, had dinner and way too many snacks, then fell asleep for the rest of the first leg of our journey. Good thing we flew through the night. Ten hours and fifteen minutes later, we landed at London Heathrow Airport for a short layover. Li and I stopped in the bathroom, grabbed pie and mocha lattes at an airport restaurant, then sat scrolling through social media on our phones while we waited to board the plane that would take us to Edinburgh Airport. I wanted to feel excited about how close we were to reaching Scotland during our time at Heathrow, but all I could think of was how exhausted I was and how I’d eaten way too much. My mood was less than stellar. 
 
    Feeling like something the cat dragged in by the time we finally landed in Edinburgh, I made my way through customs and immigration, following behind Li. She’d once again glamoured her face so that her tattoos had completely disappeared. And my luggage passed through the X-ray machine without a problem. The crystal ball had obviously gone invisible. That was such a huge relief. 
 
    Gathering up our stuff, we made our way to the location where we were to be met by a driver from Ocean View College Scotland. It felt surreal when we spotted a driver in uniform holding up a sign that said: Welcome to Scotland, Shade Griffin and Li Zhang! It felt like we were important or something. 
 
    As soon as Li and I spotted the sign, we looked at each other and smiled, then headed on over. 
 
    The driver was a short muscular man with eyes that were halfway between brown and yellow, reminding me of a cat’s eyes. I wondered once again if most of the Ocean View drivers were shifters. 
 
    He was very friendly. “Aye, lasses, welcome to Scotland! How was yer trip?” 
 
    Li said, “Good.” I said, “Long…very long.” I laughed in an attempt to be friendly. 
 
    After loading our suitcases into the trunk of a car, the driver told us there were bottles of water and a few snacks for us in the back seat. Then we all hopped into the vehicle and headed for the Ocean View campus which was located near Inverness, a city in the Scottish Highlands. 
 
    On the more than three hour drive, we passed through some truly gorgeous scenery. Maybe because I was jet-lagged and exhausted, it felt a bit like the boundary between the real world and a fairy-tale one had blurred as we drove by castle ruins and stunning mountain scenery. 
 
    When the driver pulled up to an old castle that seemed in decent enough repair, I thought we were just making a stop to take photos or stretch our legs. And then I saw the sign: 
 
      
 
    Ocean View College Scotland 
 
    Campus of the Scottish Highlands 
 
      
 
    Stepping out of the car, Li and I took a moment to look around. The castle was located between a loch, the Scottish word for lake, and a mountain range topped with snow. An old crumbling wall surrounded the castle, too low to be anything more than decoration. Massive clouds clung to the top of the mountains like sheep’s wool. It was breathtaking. 
 
    Lifting our suitcases out of the trunk, the driver took a moment to look up at the castle. “Home sweet home. I hope ye find the accommodations to yer likin’.” 
 
    Li and I looked at each other. Li said, “I was here last year. It never ceases to amaze me how beautiful this campus is. And the accommodations are plenty comfortable.” 
 
    I commented, “This really is phenomenal.” 
 
    The driver led the way up to a set of massive wooden doors that served as the front entrance to the castle. Once inside, we were met by a friendly woman wearing a simple flowered dress and heavy black shoes. The driver wished us well as he headed back outside. 
 
    Li gave the woman a huge smile. “It’s so good to see you again, Mairi!” Turning to me, she said, “Shade, this is Mairi Kinnaird. She runs the boarding part of the castle.” Then she introduced me. “Mairi, this is my friend, Shade Griffin. Like me, she’s a full-time student at Ocean View’s campus in the United States. We’re both here right now on a research grant.” 
 
    Mairi grinned from ear to ear. “I’m so happy to see ye again, Li. I didnae expect ye to be back. Most students only get one semester abroad. How have ye been?” 
 
    Li answered simply, “Great. I’ve been really good. I’m so happy to be back here, though. This is such a wonderful place.” 
 
    Mairi’s face lit with joy and contentment. “It really is. I feel lucky every single day to be working here. Well, now, let me show ye to yer rooms. Ye must be very tired.” 
 
    I felt myself getting ready to yawn. Powerless to stop it, the yawn conveyed my agreement with her statement. “I totally am. It was a long trip. I’m so happy to be here, though. This place is gorgeous.” 
 
    Mairi smiled. “It is. So, Li, ye already know this, but let me explain a little bit about the campus to Shade. This is the main building. Half is living quarters. The other half is the college itself, all the classrooms. There are some smaller buildings on the grounds as well. Ye will find maps of the campus in yer rooms. They’ll come in handy. The loch is owned by the school. There are boats students are free to use after ye take a boating lesson. Any questions?” 
 
    I was sure I’d have quite a few later on; but for now, everything was new and unfamiliar and I just needed to get settled and see how things went. “No, not right now. I’m good.” 
 
    Holding onto a thick wooden banister, Mairi led the way up a winding staircase. A red carpet decorated with golden stars covered the middle section of the stone stairs. 
 
    Reaching the end of an upstairs hallway, Mairi opened the doors to two rooms. Li had the room at the very end of the hall and I had the one next to it. 
 
    Handing us our keys, Mairi said, “Well, I’ll leave ye to get settled. Dinner will be brought up in about an hour.” She smiled at us. “We do that the first night, so our students from overseas can rest up after their long journey. Tomorrow, yer meals will be available in the main dining hall. Li, you can show Shade where that is tomorrow.” Turning to leave, she added, “Have a good night.” 
 
    I spent the hour exploring my room and then lying down on the bed, thinking about how lucky I was to have gotten the research grant and to be staying here in this castle. 
 
    My bedroom was huge. It held an old-fashioned canopy bed, a matching dresser and vanity and a massive wooden desk. It had its own bathroom, which was awesome. 
 
    The bed posts supporting a white lace canopy were massive wooden structures carved to look like trees with images of birds and butterflies flitting through the leaves. The canopy lace had tiny flowers embroidered on it. The floor was covered with thick floral-patterned rugs. The wall behind the bed was made of stone; the other walls were painted pink. Directly across from the bed was a massive stone fireplace, bundles of wood piled in a black metal container next to it. Lying on the bed, I thought, I could totally get used to this. 
 
    I had almost drifted off to sleep when a knock at the door pulled me back to consciousness. For a moment, I completely forgot where I was. A feeling of happiness washed over me as soon as I remembered. Opening the door, I found a young woman about my age wearing a gingham dress with a white apron and the same kind of heavy black shoes Mairi had been wearing. I figured the shoes must be comfortable for jobs where you spend hours on your feet, and probably part of a uniform. 
 
    The woman was carrying a tray filled with plates covered with metal domes, a porcelain pitcher and drinking glass, and a tiny vase holding one red rose. “Hullo. I’m here with yer dinner.” 
 
    “Great! Thank you.” I looked around the room. “You can set it on the desk.” 
 
    The young woman carried the tray over and set it down. “Ye can just leave everything outside yer door when yer done. Someone will pick it up.” 
 
    After she left, I sat down at the desk. The dinner was amazing. Shepherd’s pie filled with ground lamb and vegetables, slices of whole grain bread, plenty of butter, and for dessert, shortbread biscuits dusted with powdered sugar. Everything was delicious. It made me happy that on my first day here, I’d been able to try two of the foods I’d been most interested in when researching Scotland: Scottish shepherd’s pie and Scottish shortbread. 
 
    As soon as I finished eating, I set the tray with the empty dishes outside my room. I thought how easy the staff were making our first night at the castle. I felt less anxious and a lot more comfortable about having jumped so quickly into another semester abroad. 
 
    I looked through the papers and brochures on my desk. I found the map that Mairi had mentioned. The castle had so many rooms plus there were separate buildings on the grounds, a map for students was a great idea! 
 
    Checking my email, I found a number of important things. First, the Scotland campus had sent my schedule for the classes I’d be taking. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Schedule, Second Semester Senior Year, Scotland Campus: 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    10:30 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    1:00 PM: Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Interviewing Reluctant Subjects (Journalism) 
 
    11:00 AM: Journalism for the Magical World II (Journalism) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    10:30 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    1:00 PM: Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Interviewing Reluctant Subjects (Journalism) 
 
    11:00 AM: Journalism for the Magical World II (Journalism) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    9:00 AM: Kelpie Powers (General Elective, Anthropology) 
 
    10:30 AM: Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    1:00 PM: Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities (Ghost Whispering) 
 
      
 
    I winced at the idea of having class at 9:00 in the morning…and not only that, but having class that early every single school day. Then I realized it would give me plenty of time in the afternoon to get together with Dr. Renwick and Eilis Atchinson for my research on the kelpies, so I really couldn’t have asked for a better arrangement. 
 
    I texted my mom and aunt and all my friends back in the United States to let them know I’d made it to Scotland. Then I climbed into bed to read the homework assignment for my first class, Kelpie Powers. We’d arrived in Scotland on Thursday, so I’d already missed the first couple of classes. The book was really interesting, but I only made it through half a chapter before falling asleep. 
 
    I woke up around four in the morning, feeling freaked out I couldn’t remember where I was. Finding myself in a spacious luxury room of some kind, I thought I was dreaming. It felt like the same kind of experience as in my last Virtual Reality class where all familiar clues were stripped away and I had to figure out what was happening. Sitting up, I searched the room for information. Finding the kelpies textbook on the pillow next to me, the room suddenly made sense. I remembered where I was. Realizing I could have slept right through class the next day, which would have put me even further behind, I set my cell phone alarm for 7:00 AM and because I was so exhausted and out of it, checked it twice to make sure I’d done it correctly. Then I flopped back down on the incredibly comfortable pillow and slipped immediately back into dreamland. 
 
    I dreamed I’d gone out onto Loch Ness rowing a boat all by myself. There was no one else on the lake, so I felt very much alone. I was worried because I’d skipped the boating lesson. For some weird reason, I believed you couldn’t row back to shore without having taken that lesson, so I was stuck. Suddenly, the surface of the loch shattered into bubbles and splashed droplets of water. A head pushed through, followed by the long neck of what appeared to be a dinosaur. My heart pounded like a jackhammer. There was no way out. I couldn’t jump into the water to get away because I’d become easy prey for the beast in front of me and whatever lurked below the loch’s surface. I couldn’t row back to land because I hadn’t taken the boating lesson. As I became nearly consumed by panic, the long-necked creature bent down toward me. It had enormous mysterious eyes. They were neither kind nor unkind. They were dark black mirrors, reflecting back all my deepest, most guarded secrets. 
 
    I woke up terrified, covered in sweat. Once again, it took me a while to remember where I was. Oh, right, Scotland. No wonder I’d dreamt about Nessie. I checked my cell phone. 5:30 AM. Thank goodness I still had an hour and a half until I had to get up. My heart slowing from its runaway pace, I settled back down on the pillow that felt soft as clouds and pulled the blankets over me. The remainder of the night was dreamless, devoid of nightmares, filled with more of the deep sleep my mind and body needed. 
 
    I startled awake when the alarm went off at 7:00. Part of me wanted to sleep all day. Another, stronger part of me couldn’t wait to eat breakfast in the castle dining hall and start getting acquainted with Scotland, so I dragged myself out of bed. 
 
    After washing away as much jet lag as I possibly could in the shower, I texted Li: u up? 
 
    Li answered right away: yeah. ready 4 breakfast? 
 
    I replied: b right over. 
 
    Li’s room was as awesome as mine, just differently decorated. A lot of thought had obviously gone into furnishing and decorating the castle. 
 
    Once we reached the first floor, Li led the way down a hallway with a black-and-white checkerboard floor. As we reached the dining hall, we could hear the clatter of dishes and the hubbub of conversation. Walking into that room was exhilarating. It was an authentic old-fashioned castle room. The walls were tall, the ceiling high above us. Along the sides, stained glass windows portrayed various scenes. The room itself was filled with long wooden tables. At the far end, a buffet had been set up. 
 
    The food was incredible. Li recommended the full Scottish breakfast. “You have to try it at least once, to get the full Scottish experience.” I thought that was a great idea, so that’s what I had. It was quite generous: fried egg, sausage, bacon, haggis, baked beans, black pudding, a tattie or potato scone, mushrooms and roasted tomato. I was hesitant to try haggis, but it was actually quite tasty. I realized being afraid to taste it was a kind of cultural prejudice. I mean, sausage is made from some rather disgusting pig parts, but I’ve never thought of that as anything but delicious. I added orange juice and a couple cups of coffee to the meal. I couldn’t remember ever being so full. I swore I wouldn’t need to eat for the entire rest of the day. 
 
    After breakfast, we headed to class. It was interesting how the castle had been divided into living quarters and school. The floors in the living area were carpeted; those in the educational section were bare hardwood. A set of double doors separated the living quarters from the school on each separate level of the castle. At night, they were locked. Everything was actually part of the same castle. It had been artificially divided into two separate types of spaces through the simple addition of doors that could be locked at night and unlocked when school was in session. 
 
    Kelpie Powers was on the top floor of the castle. Thank goodness there was an elevator. Certain things had been modernized—for example, the addition of an elevator and bathrooms and no doubt the kitchen was a modern one. I took the elevator up to an area with narrow hallways and creaky floors. 
 
    The professor was Dr. Naomhán Macfhearghus. He was short and stout with curly gray hair, wrinkled skin and kindly brown eyes. His clothes were plain and well-worn: brown woolen pants with a cable knit fisherman’s sweater. 
 
    There were only ten of us in class. 
 
    I learned a lot that hour. Dr. Macfhearghus had favorable things to say about the kelpies. He obviously wasn’t prejudiced against them; he never suggested they were dangerous. In my first class, I learned more about the area in which the kelpies lived and the magical powers attributed to them. I felt if I had questions about the kelpies as I delved into my research, Dr. Macfhearghus would be a good person to consult. 
 
    My next two classes, Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II and Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities, were held in separate buildings on the castle grounds. Both were one-room stone structures, basically large stone huts. They had warped hardwood floors and windows made from old-fashioned wavy glass. Inside the buildings were long wooden tables like the ones in the main dining room, benches on either side of the tables, and an old-fashioned blackboard and a large desk in front of the classroom. 
 
    Lugging my crystal orb to class made for a fairly strenuous hike, but it was well worth it. This orb was such an incredible upgrade from the one I’d had last semester. As Dr. Sala had told us, we’d actually be able to take photographs of the images we saw inside this new orb and interpret them in the same way psychologists interpret patients’ responses to the Rorschach test. 
 
    The professor for Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II, Dr. Jamesina McCreery, sat silently at the desk in front of the room while we came into the building and got settled. A crystal orb in front of her, she looked beyond it, observing us, hands folded in a church steeple formation under her chin. She was young, early thirties. Her skin had a kind of glow—not like the faeries, just radiant as though she was in good health—but her eyes were incredibly serious, giving the impression she was an old wise woman in a much younger woman’s body. Her dark brown hair, long and thick and silky, fell to her shoulders. 
 
    Five minutes after class was supposed to start, she stood up and explained various things the crystal orb could do, walking over to the blackboard and recording them in thick white chalk: 
 
    1.) Predict specific events in a client’s future. 
 
    2.) Help the fortune teller learn more about themselves. 
 
    3.) Allow the fortune teller to photograph the visions produced by the crystal orb. 
 
    4.) Help the fortune teller understand the client’s world. 
 
    5.) Assist the fortune teller in developing empathy for the client. 
 
    Then she gave us an assignment: pair with the student directly across from us and give them a reading. I felt incredibly anxious and unsure about this. I’d never done a reading for a stranger before. What if I’d only predicted accurately back on the U.S. campus because my readings were for people I already knew? What if familiarity had simply allowed me to use intuition when I looked at the images within the fog? 
 
    The person across from me was a guy named Lennox Sutherland. He had thick brown hair, a silver hoop through his right earlobe, twinkling green eyes and facial stubble that made him quite attractive. He volunteered to go first, which actually made me more nervous than reading his future. What if he told me something I didn’t want to know? What if it was wrong and I worried incessantly, waiting needlessly for it to happen? 
 
    Dr. McCreery asked everyone to move farther apart from the students next to us and to use the empty tables to make more space, so we wouldn’t be distracted by nearby discussion. After we got settled, she turned off the overhead light. The crystal orbs began to glow, something my old one never did, casting eerie illumination around the classroom. The day outside was dull and cloudy. Stray bits of sunshine sifted in through the wavy glass panes and danced like ghosts along the wooden ledges. 
 
    Lennox cupped the crystal orb in front of him. As he did so, the light of my own orb dimmed. He stared into the clear glass sphere in front of him, obviously struggling to discern anything within. I started to wonder if the rounded space would remain blank, if it would be nothing more than an empty reflection of my soul and life, a suggestion that my future was nothing more than a desolate and meaningless void, a kind of limbo. That was a constant fear of mine these days. I had no idea what I wanted to do after graduation, which was less than six months away. Less than half a year into the future, and I could see nothing. It was little more than white haze and vague suggestions. 
 
    After ten agonizing minutes, white fog filtered into the orb. That’s all I could see. Nothing but smoke. Lennox studied whatever images his mind and personality could decipher. His forehead wrinkled with concentration. “I’m not sure what I’m seeing. Oval shapes. Cookies?” He squinted, as though embarrassed. “Just thinking out loud. OK, dome shapes are rising on top of the ovals. Oh, I see. It looks like flying saucers.” He studied the images a few more seconds, then looked up at me, concerned. “I have no idea what that means. Does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Well, I used to live in Roswell, New Mexico. There were fake flying saucers everywhere…and I mean, everywhere.” I thought of the UFO Festival I’d gone to with friends. That was the ultimate in fake extraterrestrial spacecraft. “Maybe you’re seeing something based on intuition about me.” 
 
    Lennox looked unconvinced. I got the impression he was totally doubting his ability to do an accurate reading. He reminded me of someone taking a class they totally didn’t want to take in order to fulfill credits for graduation, basically me in most P.E. classes. 
 
    He returned his gaze to the world inside the orb. “They’re zipping away, disappearing into the clouds. OK, something new is forming. A snake? This is so weird. Do ye have a pet snake?” 
 
    “No. I don’t have any pets.” 
 
    “Oh, wait. A boat has formed near the snake. A rowboat. Does that mean anything?” 
 
    I folded my hands tightly together. “I’m supposed to take a boat lesson here, in order to use the boats in your loch. Are there snakes in that water?” 
 
    “No. No snakes. But there are eels.” He took a closer look inside the crystal ball. “Ah. This could definitely be an eel that I’m seeing.” Lennox tapped the glowing sphere in front of him. “Maybe I actually got a prediction.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, not sure I wanted to go out onto the loch, especially if Lennox was better at this class than I was in P.E. “Are the eels dangerous?” 
 
    Lennox’s face took on a serious expression, as he considered my question. “Well, it depends what kind. The conger eel can be quite large. They’ll attack divers if startled or provoked. People go fishing for eels, but it can be quite a battle pulling in a conger eel. There’s a theory that the Loch Ness Monster’s actually nothing more than a giant eel.” My face must have looked horrified. Lennox quickly added, “If you’re not diving or fishing, ye should be fine.” 
 
    Dr. McCreery rang a bell that had been sitting on her desk. “OK, class, switch roles now. Everyone who’s had a reading, you’re now the fortune teller. See what ye can do.” 
 
    As Lennox removed his hands from the glass sphere, it dimmed. Placing my hands on the sides of my own crystal orb, I felt it hum to life. That took me by surprise. The orb I had last semester was nothing like this one. Gradually, it began to glow. 
 
    I looked up at Lennox. He had placed his hands flat on the table, as though trying to stay grounded. He looked nervous. 
 
    Returning my gaze to the crystal ball, I peered inside it. Fog had already formed. It wasn’t pure white as Lennox’s had been. Instead, it was swirled with darkness, as though a storm was brewing. I wasn’t sure if that meant anything. Should that be part of my reading? I decided to wait for an image before mentioning it. Gradually, white birds flew across the foreboding clouds. “I see white birds, perhaps doves…” 
 
    Lennox rested his chin on his hands, but didn’t reply. 
 
    As I returned my gaze to the world within the glowing sphere, new images were forming. “I see vases and pottery…shelves of them. The birds are now flying around them.” 
 
    Suddenly, the orb went dark. I felt incredibly worried. Had the orb failed, or had I? I tapped the sides of it, the way one taps something with a loose electrical connection. It didn’t help. 
 
    Dr. McCreery intervened. “Shade Griffin? Ye don’t have to tap the orb. Have ye read the first chapter in the textbook yet?” 
 
    “No. Sorry. I just got here yesterday.” 
 
    “That’s all right. Make sure ye read it by next class. The light goes out in these orbs when they’re done transmitting information.” 
 
    I thought Lennox looked disappointed. I apologized. “I’m sorry I don’t have more. Do the birds or ceramics mean anything to you?” 
 
    He looked away from me. “Maybe. They might.” That’s all he’d tell me. 
 
    I had no idea if I’d done anything right. I certainly had no idea why the crystal ball had turned off after providing so few images. Was it possible it didn’t like me or trust me? I reminded myself that I was probably anthropomorphizing, viewing the glass sphere as if it were human and sentient. Honestly, that was easy to do. It seemed to know things about everyone, as though it had a far superior intelligence than those doing the reading. It was like consulting a person of extraordinary insight and IQ. 
 
    After most of the globes had dimmed, Dr. McCreery stood up and walked around to the front of her desk. “All right, that’s it for today. From what I can see, ye all did well. Yer homework assignment for Monday is to write up the reading ye did for the person ye were paired with. Include their name. Then write a second part, on yer reaction to the reading they did for ye. In yer textbook, make sure ye’ve read chapters one to four…and make sure ye understand them.” 
 
    Carefully packing the crystal orb in its purple velvet box and placing that in my backpack, I headed off to my next class. 
 
    Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities was held in another building identical to the one I’d just left. The professor was Dr. Duncan Ralston. He was middle-aged, short and balding and muscular. He was wearing jeans with a navy blue cable knit sweater and brown leather boots. Each of us paired off with another student, same as in the last class. This time, we had to have a fifteen minute discussion with the person across from us, write ten things we picked up about their personality and life, then check with them to see how many were correct. That went pretty well. The girl I worked with didn’t pick up anything about the problems I’d had in the past or my family issues, but picked up more on my strengths. That, of course, was probably due to the fact that I was vigilant to talk only about things I’d accomplished, like writing for my high school and college newspapers, and to hide every trace of anxiety I possibly could. She probably did the same. I easily listed ten great things about her. She said they were accurate; so as far as the assignment went, I’d completed it successfully. 
 
    After classes ended for the day, I headed on over to the dining hall. Like breakfast, lunch was buffet style. They had hamburgers and hot dogs as well as deli meat and cheese to make sandwiches, but I wanted to try an authentic Scottish meal. I chose black pudding bubble and squeak with eggs and hollandaise. I mean, with a name like that, who could resist? It looked like layers of food on an English muffin. It turned out to be duck eggs smothered in hollandaise sauce on top of a flat cake made from potatoes, black pudding, cabbage and onions. Bubble and squeak referred to the cake part. It was a great choice. *[See footnote #7 at end of book.] For dessert, I had something called cranachan with mixed berry coulis and whipped cream. It looked like a parfait with red and white layers. It turned out to be a mixture of whipped cream, honey, fresh raspberries and toasted oatmeal soaked overnight in a couple drops of whiskey. It was delicious. *[See footnote #8 at end of book.] 
 
    Later that afternoon after Li had finished her last class for the day, we decided to sign up for our boating lesson. I had been totally looking forward to being able to take a boat out onto the gorgeous loch beckoning us from the scenery in front of our castle. I was now a bit nervous about the possibility of encountering a giant eel, but I tried to put that out of my mind. Li had already taken the lesson the previous year, but students were required to take it again if they were away for a semester or more, so we were going to sign up together. 
 
    There was a small office on the first floor of the castle where students scheduled appointments for special activities like boating. A friendly old woman named Fiona ran the place. When Li and I entered the room, she stood up from a desk where she’d been typing things into a computer. “Why, hullo, dears. How may I help ye?” Recognizing Li, she came over to the counter where we were standing. “Oh, my goodness, Li Zhang, how are ye doing? What brings ye back to Scotland?” 
 
    Li’s face brightened. “It’s so good to see you. I’m here on a research grant. I’m thrilled to be back. This place is awesome.” 
 
    Reaching across the counter, Fiona grasped Li’s hands and gave them a gentle squeeze. “Well, it’s wonderful to have ye back. How may I help ye?” 
 
    Li turned to me. “This is my friend, Shade Griffin. We’re both from Ocean View’s United States campus. We’re here working on the same research project. We’d like to be able to take boats out on the loch, so we need to sign up for a lesson. I guess I do, too, since I’ve been away for a semester.” 
 
    Fiona straightened papers on the counter between us. “Yes, ye do.” She looked apologetic. “It’s a strict policy.” She placed a hand on her chest. “The school would feel absolutely terrible if a student drowned out there on the loch.” 
 
    Li shook her head. “Oh, no, of course. I don’t mind taking the lesson again. Not at all.” 
 
    Fiona handed us a clipboard. “Ye can take a boating lesson as soon as tomorrow morning. Murdo, our boating instructor, is available any time between 9:00 AM and 2:00 PM every day of the week, as long as ye are signed up ahead of time. Since the sun sets by 4:00 PM in winter, 2:00 is the latest he’ll start a lesson.” 
 
    I looked at the window on the far wall. Very little light was filtering through. The sun had already begun to set. 
 
    Li turned to me. “What do you think about signing up for 1:00? We could go right after lunch.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect.” I was relieved that I could sleep in. The next day being Saturday, I had really hoped to get two nights of excellent sleep before classes started up again on Monday. 
 
    Fiona smiled. “OK. Just sign yer names there then, and add the time. Oh, and bring bathing suits. Ye won’t be swimmin’ in the loch, of course. Ye’d freeze to death. But ye’ll be taking a swimming test in the castle pool right after yer boating lesson. No one goes out on the boats alone if ye can’t swim.” She winked at Li. “Ye remember that, right? It’s a strict rule.” 
 
    Li laughed. “I sure do.” 
 
    I had one thought: Castle pool? How cool is that! 
 
    Once we had our boating lesson scheduled, Li and I decided to contact Dr. Renwick and Eilis to see about getting together with them. Dr. Renwick said he could meet with us right away. Eilis said she was free next Saturday and gave us her address. She lived in a village called Laggan, about an hour away from us. She invited us over for lunch at noon. We said that would be great. 
 
    Dr. Renwick’s office was in one of the stone huts on campus. The day had been fairly mild for January in Scotland; but once the sun set, the weather turned icy cold. I’d put on a winter jacket, but hadn’t thought to grab a hat or gloves or scarf for our walk across campus. The whole way, I swore over and over again I’d never make that mistake again. Li was totally prepared. She was wearing a goose down parka with a hat, scarf and gloves, as well as boots lined with Sherpa fleece. 
 
    When we finally reached Dr. Renwick’s hut, Li knocked on the door. 
 
    A middle-aged man with wild gray hair, curls springing out freely as though he hadn’t thought to use a comb, and a bushy gray beard answered the door. “Why, hullo, lasses! Ye must be Li and Shade.” Taking one look at my frozen face, he threw the door wide open. “Come in, come in. It’s Baltic oot there tonight.” As soon as the door was shut, he invited us to make ourselves comfortable. “Ye can warm up by the fireplace, if ye like. How does some hot apple cider wi’ a bit of whiskey sound?” 
 
    I tried to smile, but my lips were frozen into what felt like a straight line. I managed to eke out a few words. “That sounds great.” 
 
    Li was able to speak more freely. “Sounds wonderful. Scotland sure is cold in the winter.” 
 
    “Aye, Aye, lasses. It makes ye stronger, though. After a cold winter in Scotland, ye can do anything ten times better in warmer climes.” He laughed heartily. 
 
    Li took her gloves off, stuffed them in her jacket pocket and rubbed her hands together. “Well, that is certainly true.” 
 
    We wandered over to the fireplace and sat on the raised hearth. The warmth from the crackling flames felt wonderful. 
 
    Raising my hands to the fire, I felt incredible relief as warmth seeped into my palms and fingers. Eventually, I removed my jacket as my body temperature returned to normal. 
 
    Dr. Renwick stirred a large metal pot in a tiny kitchen tucked into a corner of the room. Ladling hot cider into brown ceramic mugs, he carried them over to us. “Here ye go. Nothin’ like it on a cold night in Scotland.” 
 
    I blew the steam away as it repeatedly rose from the mug. When the cider finally cooled enough, I took a sip. “Wow. That really hits the spot.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick laughed. “I got the recipe from a visiting professor years ago. It includes a bit of honey, cinnamon and lemon, as well as some Scotch whiskey. Takes the bite out of a cold winter night. I had my first cup on a cold snowy day over in the visiting professors lounge, asked for the recipe and have been making it ever since.” *[See footnote #9 at end of book.] 
 
    It really did take the bite out of the frigid cold. There mustn’t have been much alcohol because I remained clear-headed. However, I felt comforted and warmed and ready to get to work. 
 
    Dr. Renwick led us over to a section of the hut that contained a few wooden tables with benches, the same kind I’d seen in the other huts. The walls in this section were lined with bookshelves stuffed with books. Additional books and papers were piled and scattered on the floor and tables. 
 
    Dr. Renwick explained the research that he and Dr. McKewen had been doing. “Yer idea for contacting the kelpies intrigued me. We’ve been trying to do the same. It’s no’ an easy undertaking, however. The kelpies are angry, although we have no clear information on why that is. Our research is aimed at answering specific questions: One, why are the kelpies confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland? What or who is keeping them there, or is it their choice? Same for the Blue Men of the Minch. They’re confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. The Blue Men of the Minch have been known to create weather that destroys ships, although they’re probably blamed for far more storms and shipwrecks than they’ve actually caused.” He paused. Tears welled up in his eyes. Wiping them away quickly, he continued. “It’s possible that’s what happened to our ship, the one Dr. McKewen was on. I’m lucky I survived.” Pausing again, he took a sip of cider from his mug. “Legend has it that when the Blue Men of the Minch are in the mood to attack a ship, they can be especially devious, even adding a bit of torture. Rumor has it they’ll ask the captain to take part in a rhyming contest. Reciting the first part of a poem, they’ll demand the captain complete it. If he cannae, they sink the boat, drowning everyone on it.” 
 
    I felt terrible for the tremendous loss Dr. Renwick must have been feeling. “That’s awful.” I wasn’t sure I should ask the next question, but it slipped out before I had a chance to edit my thoughts. “How are you able to continue working to free the kelpies after what they quite possibly did to you and Dr. McKewen?” 
 
    Li looked at me with shock on her face. I felt horrified at the question I had blurted out. I hoped I hadn’t caused Dr. Renwick more pain than all the grief he was already going through. 
 
    He sat down at the table, cradling his mug of spiked cider. The affability he’d presented upon first meeting us had completely vanished. His face had drained of happiness. The wrinkles lining his face had become more pronounced. In his dark brown eyes, all that appeared was seriousness and a kind of philosophical melancholy. “That’s a very good question.” 
 
    I felt forgiven, absolved of any breach of etiquette. 
 
    Standing up, Dr. Renwick walked over to the fireplace. Grabbing a metal poker, he shoved the logs around until the fire that had been dimming reignited. Adding a few more logs, he returned to his place at the table. “Sometimes, the kelpies act like criminals. There’s no doubt about that. But there’s a larger, more dangerous problem here. If some other group is so awfully powerful, they can confine an entire race to such a limited area of the globe, think how much destruction they could cause if they turned their attention to the rest of us. Aye?” 
 
    That was a frightening thought. 
 
    Dr. Renwick shuffled papers around on the table. Locating a map, he pulled it out from the rest. “Here, you can use this for reference. It’s a map of all the lochs in Scotland known to have kelpies, plus the area where the Blue Men of the Minch are confined. It’s a very limited area. It’s perfectly understandable they’d be angry. It’s important that we reach them, open up communication. If it turns out they are being held against their will, we need to attempt to free them under one condition: they arenae irredeemable sociopaths. I doubt that’s the case, but you never know.” 
 
    I studied the map. “The loch in front of the college doesn’t have any kelpies?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick took another sip of cider, then placed his mug on the table. “Not as far as we know. There have never been any sightings. It’s entirely possible that any powerful beings keeping them confined to the lochs and pools dinnae want to risk a confrontation wi’ the magical people at our college. Which, by the way, suggests they aren’t invincible. If they were invincible, they widnae care.” 
 
    I handed the map to Li, then decided it was the perfect time to tell Dr. Renwick about my research idea. “I had an idea for contacting the kelpies. It was part of a project I did for one of my classes. I’m not sure this would work in the real world. Do you mind if I ask you about it?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick looked interested. “No’ at all. I’m open to any and all ideas. The violent behavior of the kelpies has been an intractable problem for a long time, as have the rumors surrounding them.” 
 
    Li placed the map on the table. It sprawled out in front of us, giving us a clear picture of the lochs and pools we’d need to investigate. 
 
    Folding my arms on the table, I leaned forward to get a good look. “The kelpies are obviously aware of ships passing through the waters where they live. According to the legend you told us, the Blue Men of the Minch actually come up to the surface to communicate with sailors, albeit in horrible, antisocial ways. What if we gave them communication devices—something like waterproof cell phones or tablets—and included instructions on how to use them to contact people on ships? It’s only a rough idea right now, but I wondered if something like that might be possible.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick stroked his beard as he became lost in thought. “Hmmm. There’s definitely merit in that idea.” Standing up, he paced the room, continuing to groom his beard. “It’s possible the Kelpie Research Foundation would fund such a project. So far, we’ve only used sonar to try to locate and count the kelpies in different lochs.” He paused. “That’s what we were doing when our ship sank in that terrible storm…” 
 
    Li looked from me to Dr. Renwick. “Has your research team tried to contact the kelpies?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick wandered into the kitchen area. “More cider, anyone?” 
 
    Li and I both said that would be great. 
 
    Carrying the metal pot over to our table, Dr. Renwick ladled more of the piping hot cider into our mugs. Then he answered Li’s question. “No’ yet. We were planning to do that soon. We were worried it would be incredibly risky, as we figured we’d have to go into the water to speak wi’ them directly. How good are ye at tech, in order to set up the devices for the way ye want to communicate with the kelpies?” 
 
    Li spoke for both of us. “That’s definitely not our specialty. We’d need help with that.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick carried the metal pot back into the kitchen. “No’ a problem. We have some kids majoring in tech-related subjects here. It’s a world beyond my understanding, to be honest. How about I see if I can recruit one or two of them?” 
 
    I said, “That would be fantastic.” I felt elated. Dr. Renwick and Dr. McKewen had been basing their research on the exact same questions I’d had about the kelpies: Why were they confined to such a small part of the Earth? And if the legends are true, why are they so violent? 
 
    Li nodded. “Absolutely. That would be great.” 
 
    Walking over to a bookshelf, Dr. Renwick pulled out a couple of worn hardcover books and handed one to each of us. “Here are some great sources of information on the kelpies. Why dinnae you look through these before the next time we meet? It should help in figuring out how to speak wi’ these reclusive and troubled creatures.” 
 
    Li and I accepted the books. Li thought to ask when we’d meet next. 
 
    Dr. Renwick said, “Let me check wi’ the tech students. Then I’ll get in touch with ye to schedule a meeting.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    Saturday, I slept through breakfast. I’d set my alarm for 11:30, just in case I slept that late. And sleep that late, I did. 
 
    Sitting up in bed, gazing around the luxurious castle room, I felt like pinching myself to make sure I wasn’t still asleep and dreaming. Only a few days into the trip, there were moments where everything still felt incredibly surreal. 
 
    I stepped into the bathroom to take a shower. It was a nice addition to the suite. It was small, no doubt created from a part of the original room. And it was simple. The shower was narrow, decorated in plain white tiles. The sink was small, made from white porcelain, without any cabinet below it. The toilet was…well, a toilet…plain white, nothing fancy. A small wooden cabinet held towels, soap, shampoo, toilet paper, even a toothbrush, toothpaste, cup, dental floss and sanitary pads: everything I could possibly need. I wondered if they did that for all the students, or just for those coming from overseas. Eventually, I’d need to find out where the bookstore was located and what it carried; but I totally appreciated not having to shop for necessities right away. 
 
    The shower felt heavenly. Didn’t matter how narrow or plain it was, it felt wonderful to have my own private shower. There were two kinds of soap: oatmeal soap which I’d unwrapped and left on the sink for washing my face and a bottle labeled Hebridean Seaweed Body Wash. I looked at the label and, oh my word, Hebridean referred to the fact that it was made from kelp harvested in the Outer Hebrides. I wondered if that was done south of where the Blue Men of the Minch were confined or if the company harvesting the kelp had made a special arrangement with them. There were other ingredients in the body wash that made it smell great, such as peppermint and lavender essential oils. While I enjoyed the scent and warm water, I decided at some point I should look into the company kelp-harvesting in the Outer Hebrides. 
 
    As I was getting dressed, I received a text from Li: ready 2 go 2 lunch? 
 
    I replied: just need 1 sec more. 
 
    A couple minutes later, Li knocked on my door. She was wearing a pair of stretchy jeans with a white sweater and a fleece-lined sweatshirt jacket. She had her heavier winter jacket draped over her arm. I’d dressed about the same: jeans and a dark green sweater. Stuffing a hat and gloves into the pockets of my winter jacket, I threw it over my arm and closed the door. “Let’s go see what lunch is today.” 
 
    Li said, “There’s always an assortment. My first few weeks here last year, I always picked the authentic Scottish food. It’s fun trying food in new places, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, for sure. Romania was awesome that way. I tried so many new foods. Their desserts were amazing.” 
 
    The cafeteria was fairly empty. I figured people were sleeping in or off doing projects or fun Saturday things. 
 
    The Scottish selection was Scotch cottage pie, similar to the shepherd’s pie except it was made with beef instead of lamb. *[See footnote #10 at end of book.] 
 
    Li said it was really good, so we both got that. For dessert, Li recommended the Scottish berry brulee. That was one perfect recommendation, let me tell you. It was basically sweetened yogurt with three kinds of berries—strawberries, raspberries and blueberries—with brown sugar and cinnamon melted on top. *[See footnote #11 at end of book.] Holy camole. I went back for seconds. 
 
    After we’d had our fill and a strong cup of coffee to shake the cobwebs from our brains, we threw on our jackets and headed outside. 
 
    Li led the way down to the loch and then to the boat house, which involved a short hike along the shore. The weather was cold, but not as bad as the previous night. Li said it was unseasonably warm for Scotland this time of year. Which was lucky for us, considering much of our research would be done out on the lochs, and perhaps under the surface. 
 
    A cool breeze blew in from the still water. The mountains in the distance were capped with snow. Thick clouds nestled on top of the entire mountain range, like a giant’s white feather boa dropped from the heavens. The day was overcast, as it had been since I’d arrived. It turned out that was normal for Scotland. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the boat house. Turns out it wasn’t a place to store boats, just the building where Ocean View staff and students checked in to borrow boats or take boating lessons. 
 
    Li opened the door to the weathered green shack. Inside, a robust middle-aged man with red cheeks and nose, suggesting he may have just come in from rowing out on the loch, stood behind a wooden counter. He smiled as we entered the building. “Why, hullo, Li. It’s good to see ye. Not often a student gets to return from overseas.” 
 
    Li took off her gloves and extended her hand. The man shook her hand; then placing his other hand on top, briefly patted Li’s. 
 
    Li introduced us. “Murdo, this is Shade Griffin, a friend of mine from the United States. Shade, Murdo.” 
 
    Murdo smiled. “Nice to meet ye, Shade. What brings ye to our part of the world?” 
 
    I looked at Li, checking to see if I should answer honestly. She had no reaction, so I figured it was fine. “Li and I have a research grant to study the kelpies.” I figured it would be good to test the waters, no pun intended, to see if Murdo, a man who spent time on the school’s loch, had an opinion on the kelpies who inhabited Scotland’s pools and lochs. 
 
    Murdo furrowed his brow, his thick eyebrows slanting downward. “That’s a good area of research. The kelpies. I’ve seen them from time to time.” 
 
    “You have?” The words slipped out. I hadn’t expected him to say that. 
 
    “Aye. If ye spend enough time on the lochs, yer bound to see them. There are all kinds of stories about them, but they’ve never bothered me.” 
 
    Turning around and rummaging through a bin, Murdo pulled out three bright orange life jackets. He handed one to Li and another one to me. “Ye have to wear these every time ye go out on the loch. Every time, mind. No exceptions.” Li showed me how to put the jacket on, then checked to make sure I’d tightened the straps sufficiently. 
 
    Placing a cap on his head and pulling on gloves, Murdo lifted a section of the counter. He stepped into the part of the room where we were finishing up with our life jackets. “Well, let’s head outside for the boating lesson. It’s relatively warm today, so ye are quite lucky.” 
 
    Down by the loch, rowboats in various colors were tied to a dock. Murdo pointed to a green one. “We’ll take this one. Let me go first.” There were three planks to sit on and one set of oars. As Murdo stepped into the boat, it rocked a bit. 
 
    I told Li to go next, to see how she’d do it. I worried my natural clumsiness would have me pitching into the cold water. 
 
    With Murdo holding her hand, Li stepped onto the middle seat plank, then down onto the floor of the boat. It didn’t look too hard, so I stepped up to take my turn. I have to admit, I rocked the boat more than the others, but it wasn’t too bad. I think I just stepped down from the seat plank a little too hard. 
 
    Sitting in the back of the boat—which Murdo informed me is called the stern (something Li already knew)—he suggested Li row first, since hers would only be a refresher lesson. He told me to sit in the front, or bow. “That should balance our weight.” 
 
    Li had obviously maintained muscle memory for rowing. Pulling and pushing the oars through the liquid medium surrounding us, she made the boat glide forward smoothly and steadily. 
 
    Murdo said, “Good job, Li. It’s clear ye remember what to do. Ye musta had a good teacher.” He chuckled; then fell silent, looking around him, taking in the incredible scenery. 
 
    I did the same. 
 
    There was something unusual about this place. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was at first. The loch held an incredible sense of peace. I felt calmer than I’d ever felt in my entire life. Initially, I thought it was the gorgeous scenery combined with the Zen repetition of oars dipping into the water, making a gentle splash, and the repetitive clanging sound they made as they rotated in their locks. 
 
    I tried to let it go, to stop analyzing the tranquility before I killed it. 
 
    I glanced out at the water. It was mostly smooth, although ripples formed where the wind kissed it with cold, icy lips. The clouds and mountains were reflected on its surface: all the greens and whites of the snow-capped mountains, all the smudged white wool of the clouds adding variety to the blue loch. 
 
    A couple of thick silvery fish swam past us, just below the surface of the water. I remembered what Lennox Sutherland had told me when he’d done my reading in class: that he’d seen a snake or an eel within the fog of his crystal orb, and there were eels in this loch. I was glad for that reason that we wouldn’t be taking our swimming lesson here. 
 
    As I watched the fish glide through the water, I realized what was missing and why things were so extraordinarily tranquil. There was no hint, not even the slightest whispering or murmuring, of ghosts. 
 
    I nearly always heard them in the background, at least a low-level hum that I could tune out if I wanted to. Only the special pills and drinks available at Ocean View knocked it out completely and gave me silence. I needed to ask if there was a reason this happened on the loch, but decided it could wait until later. For now, I gloried in the utter peace. 
 
    When we’d made it maybe a quarter of the way across the loch, Murdo told Li to change positions with me. “Ye did good, Li. Ye passed yer practical test. Now, it’s yer turn, Shade. Ye think ye know what to do?” 
 
    “I think so.” Changing seats was easier said than done, but we managed to do it without rocking the boat too much. 
 
    Grabbing hold of the oars, I tried to imitate Li’s motions as she guided the boat across the loch. She’d made it seem so easy. 
 
    Little by little, I caught on. The force needed to pull and push the oars through the water made my arms and shoulders ache; but eventually, I succumbed to the Zen of repetitive motion and the tranquility on the loch. 
 
    When I’d made it another quarter way across the loch, Murdo made an announcement from the stern. “Good, Shade. Ye’ve passed the practical test. I’ll row back to shore now.” My arms and shoulders thanked him for that. Possessing sea legs I clearly didn’t have, Murdo changed places with me, managing to balance the boat every time I made it list to one side or the other. 
 
    The trip back to shore was like gliding through heaven. Bathed in the colors of sky and mountains, the blue of the water filled with liquid paintings of the surrounding scenery, the only sound the splish-splash of oars dipping in and rising out of the water. 
 
    When we reached the dock, Murdo showed me how to get out of the boat without tipping myself into the water and how to tie the boat to a piling. As he worked, he turned to Li. “Ye remember how to do this, aye?” 
 
    Li nodded. “I remember.” 
 
    Now that we were back on shore, I became more aware of the cold. Maybe this was a warm winter day in Scotland, but it was still cold. I was glad when Murdo said he needed to cover a few more things with us back in the boat house. When we got inside, he turned on the electric heater. Going back behind the counter, he reached underneath it to grab a couple of pamphlets. “Here ye go, lasses. These contain the rules for using boats safely out there on the loch. Memorize everything. I’ll email ye both a quiz ye have to pass before yer allowed to borrow boats. I’m sure ye’ll both do fine. Ye did great today.” Pushing up a jacket sleeve, Murdo looked at his tarnished silver watch. “Ye have an hour till yer swimming lesson over at the pool. Speaking of which, the lesson’s in an indoor pool because the water in the lochs over here in Scotland are freezing cold all year long. Trust me, ye don’t want to fall in. Temperature in the lochs is five to eight degrees Celsius. For ye Americans, that’s forty-one to slightly over forty-six degrees Fahrenheit.” 
 
    Taking the pamphlets and saying goodbye to Murdo, Li and I stepped back into the cold. 
 
    The hike to the pool took us about half an hour. It was located in what looked like an addition to the castle. Located around back, it was made from the same type of stone, but you could see the line between the older main part of the castle and the section that housed the pool. 
 
    Changing into our bathing suits in the locker room, we could smell the chlorine from the pool area. I always liked that smell. It reminded me of one of the fun parts of my childhood: swimming in motel and neighborhood pools in different places we’d lived. Looking back, I realize they weren’t the best or biggest pools, but they seemed awesome to me as a kid. Swimming lessons were always available and my mom always signed me up for them, probably so she could sunbathe on one of the lounge chairs without having me underfoot. I’d had so many swimming lessons, I was sure I’d pass this part of the test. 
 
    The locker room and pool were so wonderfully warm, it felt like I was defrosting on the way to taking the swimming lesson. 
 
    The instructor was a short woman with well-defined arm and leg muscles. She had a buzz cut and large blue eyes. From her build and shaved head, I assumed she raced in swimming competitions. She gave us a fleeting smile as we approached. We were the only people in the pool area other than a couple of lifeguards, so I guess she’d just assumed we were the students assigned to her. “Li Zhang? Shade Griffin?” She extended her hand, so we took turns shaking hands with her. She had a firm grip. “Hi. I’m Fenella Duff. We’re going to start out with a swimming test. I want to see where ye both are in terms of swimming ability. How well would ye say ye can swim?” 
 
    Li said, “I actually took this test here last year. I’m returning on a research grant and would like to be able to take the boats out on the loch.” 
 
    Fenella offered another fleeting smile. “That sounds good.” Turning to me, she asked, “And you, Shade? What would ye say about yer swimming ability?” 
 
    That was one thing in my life for which I had complete confidence. “I had swimming lessons all through childhood. I’m a pretty good swimmer.” 
 
    Fenella made us swim so many laps, jump and dive into the deep end of the pool so many times, and take turns playing a drowning victim and rescuer far too many times, I was exhausted by the end of it all. As we stood on the side of the pool, wrapping towels around us and drying off, Fenella signed and handed us certificates that said we’d passed all the required tests. “Good luck with the boats, ladies. It’s a fun thing to do here at Ocean View.” Then she walked around the pool and disappeared into the lifeguard station. 
 
    I was so tired by the time I made it back to my room, I ended up sleeping the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    I did manage to make it to dinner, and was glad I did. The Scottish selection was fish and chips and for dessert, sticky toffee pudding. I had seconds of everything. 
 
    That night, I buckled down. After studying the boating safety pamphlet, I took and passed the test. Then I cracked open my books to study for classes the following week and wrote up my report for the Crystal Orb class. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 18 
 
    By Monday, I had caught up with all the reading and homework assignments posted on my professors’ pages on the Homework Site. 
 
    Tuesday, I had my two journalism classes: Interviewing Reluctant Subjects and Journalism for the Magical World II. 
 
    Interviewing Reluctant Subjects was taught by Dr. Cairistìona Blackwood. She was a young professor, maybe mid-thirties, with thick black hair and intense blue eyes. She seemed both highly intelligent and naturally curious. She said that although she was an empath, anyone could develop enough empathy to help people become more comfortable in being interviewed. She said that in important journalistic research, getting needed information can be a matter of life or death and we had a moral obligation to get good at it. She gave us an assignment due at the end of the semester: Find two reluctant subjects and interview them about something important. 
 
    Journalism for the Magical World II was taught by Dr. Kenna Boyd. She was a tall Black woman with green eyes and a British accent. Her class was incredibly exciting. She talked about how we could gain access to magical realms different from our own, including the world of the pure-blood faeries. She said it was all about gaining trust. I thought back to how the pure-blood Seelie faeries had helped us get the kidnapped children back from the Unseelie faeries. They’d trusted us enough to help us and we’d put our trust in them. Everything had worked out well. Our assignment for this class was to write an intensive research article by the end of the semester on a magical realm different than our own. I decided I’d write an article on the kelpies, and hoped I’d manage to meet them. 
 
    The week sped by as I read and studied like crazy, making up for the classes I’d missed and trying to get ahead in order to leave plenty of time to work with Dr. Renwick and Eilis. I also started reading the book Dr. Renwick had given me on the kelpies. I wanted to learn as much as I possibly could about them. 
 
    Friday afternoon, Li and I made plans for getting to Eilis’s place. Li said the school had drivers that could take us. The Scotland campus didn’t have as many cars or drivers as the U.S. campus did, but there wasn’t as high a demand for them either. She said she’d schedule transportation for us. 
 
    Saturday morning, Li and I filled ourselves up with the full Scottish breakfast. We enjoyed every bit of the fried egg, sausage, bacon, haggis, baked beans, black pudding, tattie, mushrooms and roasted tomato, washing it all down with orange juice and coffee. It was pouring rain outside. We wanted food that would both warm and fill us up. The Scottish breakfast and coffee did the trick. 
 
    Our ride was due to pick us up at the same spot in front of the castle where we’d been dropped off upon our arrival at the college. When we stepped through the castle gate, we found a Land Rover parked on the road. A young woman dressed in a sweater and quilted vest hopped out of the vehicle as we approached. She was short and slim, about our age, and had a Mohawk haircut streaked with bright green. Her eyes were striking: gold and brown, a combination typically known as tiger’s eye. “Li and Shade?” 
 
    Li said, “That’s us.” 
 
    The woman reached out a hand to shake ours. “Hi. Nice to meet ye. I’m Catrina Ferguson. I’ll be yer driver today. Ye are going to Laggan, is that correct?” 
 
    Li said, “Yes. That’s right.” 
 
    Catrina opened the back door for us. “Yer chariot awaits.” She laughed. As she blinked, I noticed a second set of eyelids close in from the sides. 
 
    When we’d climbed into the vehicle and fastened our seatbelts, Catrina asked if we’d mind if she played music. 
 
    We said we didn’t mind at all. 
 
    The next thing we knew, we were driving by mountain ranges, farmland dotted with sheep, old stone cottages and castles, listening to hard rock bands from the UK. Every time a Scottish band came on, Catrina asked if we’d ever heard of them. We hadn’t, so Catrina gave us their background story. She seemed very proud of Scottish rock. 
 
    The weather went from downpour to drizzle to nothing but a lead-gray sky, clouds moving across it like rolling piles of wool. 
 
    Catrina took a sip from the insulated cup next to her. “So, what brings ye to Ocean View Scotland? Are ye here for yer semester abroad?” 
 
    Li looked over at me, then ventured an answer. “I’ve actually been here before, same time last year. That was my semester abroad. Shade was in Romania for her semester overseas. We’re here right now on a research grant.” 
 
    Catrina glanced up at the rearview mirror. “Aye? A research grant? Now, that’s something. What’s yer research about?” 
 
    Li cleared her throat. “We’re doing research on the kelpies.” 
 
    Catrina glanced up at the rearview mirror again, this time with increased intensity. Blinking with both sets of eyelids, she returned her gaze to the road ahead. “Interesting. Are ye wanting to talk with some kelpies?” 
 
    Li answered with hesitation in her voice. “Yes…” 
 
    Catrina gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I could arrange that for ye, if ye want. I have a couple of friends who are kelpies.” 
 
    Li and I were silent for probably too long. My mind was racing with thoughts on how to answer. Eilis was already arranging for us to meet with her kelpie friends. Of course, the more kelpies we could talk to, the better. I was just trying to process how we’d gone from the kelpies being so impossible and dangerous to contact they’d drowned Dr. McKewen to having multiple offers to meet them. 
 
    Finally realizing this was an opportunity too good to pass up, I forced enthusiasm into my voice. “That would be fantastic. We’d really appreciate that.” I glanced over at Li. Her face was tense, but she seemed in agreement. I interpreted that as being scared, but recognizing a gift when she encountered it. My own stomach was doing somersaults. 
 
    Glancing up once more at the rearview mirror, making eye contact with me, Catrina smiled. “Great. I think you’ll really like them. They’re good friends of mine. I grew up in the remote island village of Rèinigeadal. No phones, lots of houses without electricity. The only things to do there were hard work and outdoor stuff. We were only a little over a mile from Loch Seaforth. As a teenager, I used to go there all the time with my friends. That’s where I first met the kelpies I could introduce you to. I’ll tell ye something else ye might like for yer research. The Outer Hebrides are south of Rèinigeadal. The Blue Men of the Minch live there. They have a reputation for being a rough crew. But I’ve met a few of ’em. My other kelpie friends introduced me to them. We’re kind of friends now. I’m not as close to them as my other kelpie friends, but I hang out with them sometimes. If ye want to interview them or something, I could set it up.” 
 
    I felt stunned, glued to the seat with my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth. I was speechless. This woman was friends with some of the Blue Men of the Minch? Their reputation preceded them. And their reputation was basically that of the bogeyman. I felt like I’d just been asked, Would you like to meet the bogeyman? Especially after the horrible way in which Dr. McKewen had died. 
 
    Still, this was too incredible an opportunity to pass up. The glue melted. Folding my arms across my stomach, I said, “That would be great.” 
 
    Li added, “That would be fantastic. Thanks!” Clenching her jaw, she turned her gaze to the countryside outside her window. We were at that moment driving past a crumbling stone cottage covered in vines that appeared to be choking the life out of it. 
 
    We reached Eilis’s place ten minutes early, which was perfect. 
 
    Stepping out of the Land Rover, I fell in love with the location. Eilis lived in a small stone cottage that reminded me of my place in Romania. It had a small enclosed porch in front and was located on the bank of a river. 
 
    Driving the Land Rover up the sloping gravel driveway and parking on a level section in front of the cottage, Catrina turned the engine off. Stepping out, she stretched her arms behind her head and looked around. “Wow. This is very nice.” She pointed at the water. “That’s the River Spey. Ye have to be careful if ye hear singing coming from over thonder.” 
 
    “What?” I couldn’t imagine why that would be a problem. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s a myth, like the stories told about the kelpies I personally know, but my dad always warned me and my siblings about the white water horse that inhabits the River Spey. He used to take us fishing at the river every once in a while, but he’d always tell us to stay out of the water because the water horse that lived there would lure people onto its back by singing, then drag them under the surface and eat them.” She laughed. “He probably told it for the same reason parents tell most bogeyman stories: to keep us from wandering off and going into the river and drowning when he wasn’t looking. There were five of us. When he was focused on fishing, he tended to ignore us. To this day, the idea of falling into that river creeps me out.” 
 
    Li laughed. “OK, then. We’ll be on the alert for singing.” 
 
    Catrina rolled her eyes. “Yes. Avoid all singing while on the River Spey.” 
 
    The river sang its own song as water gurgled over rocks on its way downstream. I wondered how true the story was, if it was even possible for a liquid horse to form from the babbling river. I wasn’t sure if I’d like to see that or not. 
 
    Climbing the stairs to the front door, I rang the bell. A young woman wearing jeans and a blue cable knit sweater opened the inner door and then the outer one where we were standing. Her hair was short and spiky. Her eyes were light green, her skin light brown. “Hullo!” 
 
    “Eilis?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me.” 
 
    “Hi! I’m Shade. This is Li Zhang and our driver, Catrina. When Catrina found out about our research, she said she also has some kelpie friends she’d like to introduce us to. Would it be all right if she joined us?” 
 
    Eilis held the door open and motioned us inside. “Aye. Definitely. The more the merrier. Come on in.” 
 
    I hoped it was OK with Catrina that I’d mentioned about her kelpie friends. She smiled at Eilis, so I figured she was fine with it. 
 
    We stepped into the living room where a fire was crackling in a large stone fireplace. On the mantel and coffee table, flames flickered in candle jars, filling the room with a different candle scent than I was used to: seaweed and ocean water. It was nice, actually. The scent had obviously been fine-tuned to hit the nose more as a perfume than the natural smell. 
 
    We followed Eilis into the kitchen. Although very simple, it contained the basics: stove, oven, sink, refrigerator. The table was set with pale blue stoneware. Reaching into a cabinet, Eilis grabbed more dishes and set a place for Catrina. “Sit. Sit. I’ll serve lunch and then we can talk.” 
 
    Lifting aluminum foil from a glass baking pan, she set it on the table. The contents looked like a work of art. “That is so cool. What is that?” 
 
    Eilis smiled. “It’s baked salmon. The cucumbers placed on top look like fish scales, don’t they? *[See footnote #12 at end of book.] Full disclosure: I caught this beauty out there on the river. It’s a fantastic place for fishing.” 
 
    I looked over at Catrina. She was listening intently to Eilis. 
 
    Uncovering a couple of glass bowls that were sitting on the counter, Eilis carried them over to the table. Mashed potatoes in one, carrots in the other. She pointed at a small bowl filled with green sauce. “That’s watercress sauce. For the fish.” 
 
    While we enjoyed the delicious and thoughtful meal, we got down to business. 
 
    Eilis passed around a pitcher of water, then turned her attention to Li and me. “So, I talked to my kelpie friends about the research you’re doing. They’ve agreed to meet ye. We could get together with them this afternoon, if ye’d like. They’re swimming in Loch Oich today, visiting other kelpies. It’s only about an hour away from here.” 
 
    Raising her eyebrows, which made the trail of blue and white stars rise on her forehead, Li glanced over at me, then nodded. 
 
    I said, “Sure, that sounds great. Is that OK with you, Catrina?” 
 
    Answering around a mouthful of food, Catrina replied, “Mmmm Hmmm,” and gave a thumbs-up. She didn’t seem at all surprised that Eilis had kelpie friends. 
 
    Eilis poured more sauce over her salmon. “Catrina, Shade mentioned that ye also have kelpie friends. I’m a selkie, by the way. I met the kelpies I’m friends with when I used to go swimming with selkie friends as a teenager. We’d meet up with the kelpies in the waters where they lived and hang out together.” 
 
    Catrina put her fork down. She took a sip of water, then cleared her throat. Nervously looking around the table at all of us, she made a decision to volunteer personal information. “I’m a shifter.” When no one looked shocked, she tapped her fork nervously and continued. “My favorite animals to morph into are those that live in the water. I love to swim and there’s a lot of freedom swimming as a dolphin or whale out in the ocean, or as a fish through the lochs.” She laughed. “I was just telling Shade and Li about how when I was little, my dad used to tell me and my siblings about a water horse that supposedly lives in the river that runs past yer house. I didn’t know how to shift very well back then. Now, I’m good at it. As an adult, I get to do things I wasn’t allowed to do as a kid. He told us the water horse lured people onto its back by singing, then drowned them and ate them. Is there any truth to that?” 
 
    Eilis didn’t laugh. She gazed intently at Catrina. “No. It’s the same as with the kelpies. There are malicious water horses. There are kind water horses. There are water horses that avoid people like the plague.” She took a sip from her glass. “I’ve ridden the water horse that lives in the River Spey.” 
 
    We all stared at Eilis. The room grew deadly quiet. 
 
    Eilis added, “It was fun.” She shrugged. 
 
    It caught my attention that Catrina was a shifter! If the moment ever seemed right, I needed to ask her if the Ocean View drivers are always shifters and if so, why. 
 
    After lunch, we threw on jackets, hats and gloves and stepped outside. A cold wind chilled my face. Li and I had put bathing suits on under our clothes. Should the kelpies show up, I dreaded joining them in the water. Li had said she could cast a spell that would keep us warm, but I had my doubts it could protect us from the bitter cold of the lochs. 
 
    Eilis had an old beat-up Ford parked at the top of the driveway. Catrina offered to take us out to the loch in the Land Rover. All of us, including Eilis, gladly accepted. Hopping into the front seat, Eilis thanked her. “This will save me on gas, which I appreciate.” After feeding the spot on Loch Oich into her GPS that Eilis pointed out, Catrina slowly backed down the driveway. 
 
    Li asked something that had me puzzled as well. “Eilis, I have a question. You said you met your kelpie friends in Loch Seaforth, but now they’re visiting other kelpies in Loch Oich. I know the kelpies are confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland. I guess I somehow assumed they were confined to specific lochs and pools. How do they travel from one loch to another?” 
 
    Eilis turned around to face us. “Kelpies are shapeshifters. They frequently morph into a water horse or human. At night when no one’s around, they might travel as a water horse. Otherwise, the safest way for them to travel is as a human.” 
 
    Opening my backpack, I pulled out an electronic tablet I’d brought with me and recorded that information. Li did the same. Our research project had officially begun. It felt exhilarating. 
 
    For our one-hour trip, I mostly watched the incredible scenery pass by. I read a bit from the book on kelpies that Dr. Renwick had given me; but I soon felt carsick from the winding, bumpy roads and had to stop reading. 
 
    The information I’d managed to glean on the kelpies’ control over the weather was both fascinating and to be honest, frightening. The human race includes both good and bad people. The bad among us wreak quite a lot of havoc. Having control over the weather would give evil kelpies a disturbing amount of power. If humans possessed that ability, it would be an ultimate weapon. 
 
    Catrina pulled the Land Rover onto a dirt road, then parked in a secluded spot under a tree. “We’re here.” 
 
    Eilis pointed to the loch. “The kelpies are supposed to be somewhere around here. They said they’d watch for us.” 
 
    Placing her backpack on the ground, Eilis reached her hand inside and felt around for something. Pulling out a couple of red caps, she handed one to me. “This will allow ye to breathe underwater.” 
 
    It was the same kind of cap Merrik had given me so that I could swim with him under the ocean. “Oh, I know what these are.” 
 
    Eilis gave me a puzzled look. 
 
    “I used to date a merman whose mom was Merrow. He gave me one of these so we could swim together under the ocean.” 
 
    Eilis looked out at the loch. “Ah, that makes sense. Not a whole lot of people know about these, but they’re awesome for exploring underwater places.” 
 
    Turning to Li, Eilis asked, “Do ye want one of these? I know you’re half-faerie. I don’t know if ye need one or if ye can create a spell…” Her voice trailed off, like she wasn’t sure what else to say. 
 
    Li reached her hand out for a cap. “I’ll take one. It seems easier to use a cap. I’m going to be exerting a lot of energy trying to keep the water warm around Shade and me.” 
 
    Eilis placed a cap in Li’s hand. “That sounds good. The loch water is really cold. Ye want to make sure ye don’t end up hypothermic.” 
 
    Eilis led the way down to the water’s edge. 
 
    The scenery was stunning. Thick forests surrounded the loch. The water reflected back the white voluminous clouds in the sky as well as the trees lining the banks of the loch. Birds flew overhead, sometimes landing on tree branches to rest. 
 
    There was a terrible splash as a large bird dove into the water and came back out carrying a fish in its claws. The fish flapped around, desperately trying to break free of the immense claws; but the bird went sailing off, carrying its prey to a place where he could devour it. 
 
    Eilis put names to the actors in nature’s vicious display. “Wow. That was an osprey catching a salmon. Ye don’t see that every day. That was quite a feat.” 
 
    I shivered. I think I was worried I’d become prey to some monster or giant eel hiding in the depths of the loch. The water wasn’t clear. I couldn’t see anything below the surface. It was easy to become dazzled by the gorgeous painting of trees and clouds on the loch’s façade. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin when two large creatures emerged from the loch, causing an explosion of waves and bubbles. 
 
    They were guys, although quite strange in appearance. His skin tinged gray, seaweed in his long black hair, one of them waved his arm to one side and then the other. “Hey, Eilis!” 
 
    Eilis waved back, her arm sweeping in the same kind of arc. “Hey, Dylan!” Waving again, she added, “Hey, Cormag!” 
 
    Cormag waved his hand once to the side, as though doing more would be too much effort. He looked sullen. “Hey! Come on in. Bring yer friends.” 
 
    Eilis turned to us. “Are ye guys ready?” 
 
    Li said we needed to ditch our clothes. Leading the way back to the Land Rover, she removed her jacket, hat and gloves, then took off her clothes, leaving only her bathing suit on. She shivered, then closed her eyes and concentrated until her face went from pale to normal. 
 
    Shivering as I removed my jacket and then everything underneath except for my bathing suit, I felt my teeth starting to chatter. When I thought I couldn’t stand another moment of the frigid cold weather, Li passed her hands over me, her face revealing incredible concentration. My body warmed to the point where it felt like we were in the midst of summer weather. “That’s incredible, Li. Thank you!” 
 
    When we reached the edge of the loch, we found Eilis and Catrina in the water. Their heads and face were the same as usual, but Eilis had the skin of a seal as far up as her chin and Catrina’s body was covered in fish scales up to the same point. 
 
    I felt scared. Once Eilis became a full seal and Catrina became a fish, it felt like Li and I would be alone in the water. Although I wanted to help free the kelpies if they were being held captive against their will, I still felt unnerved by all the stories I’d heard about them drowning people and whipping up storms massive enough to capsize boats. And one of these guys seemed awfully moody and unfriendly. I reminded myself they were Eilis’s friends, so they were probably OK. 
 
    Eilis shouted to us, “C’mon in! It’s great in here!” 
 
    Cormag shouted in a way that made his voice seem to echo off the distant mountains. “Yeah, it’s great!” Then he laughed derisively. I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was he making fun of Eilis? Then I realized he might be making a sarcastic comment about his own life, being confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland. That would be so limiting, I could understand why you’d get sick of it and hardly consider it “great” to be swimming in any of the lochs. 
 
    Li spoke in a quiet voice. “Here, let me warm the water in front of us. Just step in there.” 
 
    I did as she suggested. The water was indeed warm. “That’s awesome, Li. Thank you!” 
 
    As if to defy Cormag, to show off, communicating that I was strong and not risk averse, I walked quickly into the water up to my neck, then swam over to Eilis and Catrina and the kelpies. Cormag and Dylan stared. Ha! I hoped they’d think I was capable of withstanding being immersed in water at forty-something degrees Fahrenheit. I was pretty sure they’d eventually figure out that Li had cast a spell, but I was enjoying the moment. 
 
    Cormag stared at me, hard, as though trying to intimidate me. My natural instinct was to look away, but I refused. I stared back. His entire appearance was intimidating. Like Dylan, he had long black hair dripping in seaweed and grayish skin. They both had dark brown eyes and long black lashes. Their facial features had a sharp, chiseled look about them. 
 
    After staring at me for an uncomfortable amount of time, Cormag finally addressed Li and me. “So, we heard ye wanted to use us as research subjects.” He laughed, again derisively, then nudged Dylan with his elbow. “I think the land animals…I mean, humans…call that using us as guinea pigs.” He then concentrated the full intensity of his stare on Li. “We’re not guinea pigs, ye know.” 
 
    I felt unnerved, but was determined to hide it the best I could. I’d worked hard to get the research grant to come to Scotland to study the kelpies in order to try to help them and then traveled a long way to get here, and there was no way I was going to back down now. Although I have to admit at that particular moment, I thought maybe the kelpies were as dangerous as their reputation and should actually be confined to a limited area in order to protect the rest of us. I didn’t want to be responsible for opening Pandora’s box. 
 
    Eilis tried to calm the situation. “Cormag, no one’s using ye as guinea pigs. Do ye really think I’d allow that?” 
 
    Cormag jutted out his already sharp jaw. “Ye might, unwittingly.” 
 
    The strain that took over Eilis’s face suggested she was biting her tongue to keep from saying something she’d regret. Instead, she replied with, “Ye could give me a wee bit more credit than that, thank ye very much,” and laughed. 
 
    Dylan smiled. He seemed a lot more reasonable than his buddy. “So, what kind of research did ye guys have in mind?” 
 
    I swallowed hard, not sure what would be safe to say. “We mostly want to talk with you…interview you. We understand that the kelpies are confined to a very small area of the globe, only existing in the lochs and pools of Scotland, and the Blue Men of the Minch, the storm kelpies, are confined to an even smaller area: the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. Are you OK with that, or are you being kept there against your will?” 
 
    There was a moment of silence in which I could hear everything else happening around us: a bird calling out overhead, splashes of water from fish leaping in and out of their liquid world, a car horn somewhere off in the distance. 
 
    Finally, Dylan broke the silence. “Are ye ready to check out our world? To go swimming under the surface of the loch?” 
 
    Eilis said, “We thought ye’d never ask.” She laughed, using it as an ice breaker. Looking over at Li and me, she asked, “Ready?” 
 
    Li and I nodded. Li answered for both of us, “Sure am. Let’s do this thing.” Lifting her hand with the red cap out from under the water, she pulled it over her face. 
 
    Cormag studied Li’s face. “Are ye a Merrow?” 
 
    Li straightened the mask. “No, not at all.” She looked over at Eilis, apparently unsure how much she should say. 
 
    Eilis said, “I gave them red caps, OK, Cormag? I have a bunch of them, given to me by a Merrow friend. I’ve been swimming in these waters my whole life. I’ve made lots of friends who share this world. Ye OK wi’ that?” 
 
    Dylan nudged his buddy. “Yeah, Cormag. Ye think we’re her only water world friends? Also, are ye capable of actually being anyone’s friend?” He threw back his head, laughing. A clump of seaweed came loose from his hair, dropped to the surface of the water, then sank below. He was obviously teasing. 
 
    Cormag smacked Dylan on the back of his head. “Yeah, I am. Just not with idiots like ye.” 
 
    The ice had broken. Dylan said, “OK, gang, let’s go explore our humble abode.” 
 
    Seal skin and features took over Eilis’s face. In a flash, she had jet-black eyes, a dark heart-shaped nose, whiskers and brownish-gray leathery skin. Fish scales slithered up the rest of Catrina’s neck, followed by glossy skin and fish features dominating her face. She now had a long snout, eyes that looked like reddish rings around black beads, and green skin dotted with yellow spots. When she opened her mouth, sharp teeth were visible. Probably because she was having difficulty breathing the air, she dove into the water and began circling around us, unpleasantly reminding me of a shark circling around its prey. 
 
    I pulled the red cap Li had given me over my head. Cormag studied me a while, but held his tongue. 
 
    Dylan looked around at all of us. Deciding we were ready, he said, “Let’s go see the sights, gang.” Then he dove under the water. 
 
    Despite feeling nervous the red cap wouldn’t work, I leapt through the cloud reflections on the water’s surface and submerged myself in the loch. It was fine! I could breathe! I became excited about the adventure, about what I would learn about the world where the kelpies lived. I told myself to make mental notes, so I could sketch the things I saw later. 
 
    The water was murky, but I could see pretty clearly through the power of the red cap, and perhaps through additional spells Li was casting. 
 
    There wasn’t much to see, honestly. Mostly brownish water, I’m guessing from mud churned up from the bottom. Every once in a while, fish swam through their underwater home. 
 
    Dylan and Cormag led the way. 
 
    As I swam through the dimly lit, mud-infused water, I gradually became overwhelmed by a feeling of weirdness. It crawled up my spine, then my neck to the base of my skull, causing my face to tingle, in much the same way Catrina’s fish scales had grown upward to cover her face. I tried to calm myself, to stay centered by analyzing the situation. Was I sensing dead people? I honed in on the feelings. No, this was different than what I normally sensed as a ghost whisperer. It didn’t even feel like the situation I’d been trained for last year and experienced with the undead in Romania: the sensation of being among beings trapped in a world between life and death. This was different. It was eerie and disturbing, unlike anything I’d ever experienced. 
 
    Perhaps I was picking up something about Dylan and Cormag. I’d never swum with kelpies before. Was it possible they were as dangerous as the stories about them? Were they leading us into a trap? I told myself to calm down, not to leap to conclusions. I reminded myself, once again, that Eilis was their friend; she’d been swimming with them since her teenage years. I was probably sensing something else. 
 
    I remained alert, scanning the environment for whatever had registered on my internal radar. 
 
    Dylan and Cormag led us downward into increasing darkness until visibility had all but disappeared. Propelling herself forward by kicking her feet, Li turned her palms upward. In a flash, two bright yellow balls of light formed there. Swimming forward to catch up with Eilis, she handed one to her. At first, Eilis looked shocked, but then smiled and accepted the orb, balancing it on one of her flippers. With the other, she pointed at the kelpies. Creating another ball of light to replace the one she’d given Eilis, Li offered one to each of the kelpies. They accepted them graciously. I thanked my lucky stars for that. Li continued creating balls of light until we each had one. For Catrina, she created a few tiny balls of light that shimmered on the smooth skin on top of her head. 
 
    It fascinated me that the balls of light created by faeries could burn underwater. They didn’t feel hot, either. The palm of my hand felt cool. It only felt like tiny jolts of energy dancing around my hand. It wasn’t intense or unpleasant. It was fine. 
 
    When we reached the bottom, our lights illuminated the lakebed. Nothing but mud and rocks as far as the eye could see. As we continued along, I spotted two silver-colored eels, which scared the living daylights out of me. I made a mental note to let Lennox Sutherland know he’d accurately predicted my future during the reading of his crystal ball that he’d done for me in class. He saw an eel within the fog and here I was, finding eels within the murky water of Loch Oich. 
 
    Swimming beside Eilis, I pointed to the eels. She made a thumbs-up sign and smiled. I guess they weren’t dangerous, so I forced myself to observe them closely for later sketches of the loch. 
 
    Li’s spell had warmed me enough, but the strange sensations I was picking up continued sending chills up my spine. Something was horribly off. 
 
    We continued forward, the lights in our hands throwing illumination into the darkness surrounding us. We moved through the cold murky water at the bottom of the loch within bubbles of light and warmth, awesome products of faerie magic. 
 
    Long stretches of submerged wasteland passed beneath us—a vast desert of dirt and rocks had it not been for the weight of liquid pressing down upon it, relieving its thirst. Other than the water, the loch was as plain and brown and ordinary as a dry, dusty desert where not much lived. 
 
    Once we settled into it, the journey became a combination of monotony, our lights filtering through massive darkness only to reveal mud and rocks, and whatever that frightening sensation I kept experiencing was. 
 
    I swam on, trying to focus on the wonder of passing through a liquid medium with fire burning in the palm of my hand. Every once in a while, the light revealed random fish or eels or rocks more interesting than the rest. 
 
    Then…Whoosh!…something dark and enormous moved through the twilight space at the edge of our scattered light and disappeared into the wall of darkness beyond, disturbing the water, creating an underwater wave that pushed against us. 
 
    Li’s magic was strong. Our fires continued to burn. Thank goodness. I’d hate to be alone in the dark with that…thing. My heart was pounding, my hands shaking. Swimming up to Eilis, I pointed straight ahead. Once again, Eilis gave me a thumbs-up. I hoped to God she knew what I was pointing at. Surely, she’d seen that thing. 
 
    Dylan and Cormag continued leading the way, straight into the pit of darkness. Little by little, our fireballs revealed the details of the space as we swam into it. 
 
    I saw its shadow before I understood the nature of its form. This wasn’t whatever had moved. This was something different: a wooden boat, decaying on the floor of the loch. Dylan swam over to it. We followed. Suddenly infiltrating the weird sensations floating through the watery depths were those with which I was more familiar: the reverberations that ghost whisperers feel from the world beyond. This time, however, there weren’t any cries for help. In the bottom of the boat, two skeletons, male and female, lay with arms and legs at weird angles, strewn against wooden planks that had once been the bottom of the boat. Although death must have come with frightening shock, whatever life struggles they’d had must have been resolved at the end. No foul play, no murder here, just some horrible accident from which they couldn’t recover, they and their boat being claimed by the frigid waters of the loch. I made a mental note of their final resting place, feeling I should sketch it. No doubt these were missing persons who should be reported. 
 
    I tried speaking to Eilis. My words came out clearly, which surprised the heck out of me. I supposed this was another benefit of the bubble Li had created around us, allowing clear speech underwater. “Do you know exactly where this spot is? Could you find it again if you had to? I’m thinking these are missing persons and we should report them to the authorities.” 
 
    Eilis shrugged her shoulders, which in her seal form struck me as odd. “I don’t see how. If we were on a boat with GPS devices, we could record the latitude and longitude; but right now, this is just something we found under the surface of a huge loch.” Looking away from me, becoming lost in thought, she swam over to Dylan and Cormag. “Hey, do ye guys have a way of marking this spot, or finding it again?” She waved a flipper in the direction of the skeletons. “These are obviously two human beings who drowned. Their skeletons should probably be brought up to the surface for funerals. Shade thinks they’re missing persons whose location we should report to the authorities. I agree with that.” 
 
    Dylan replied, “Yeah, we could mark the spot for ye using kelpie magic. We’re not sharing that with any human authorities, though. We could take ye…” He looked over at Cormag who was shaking his head. “OK, I could take ye to the surface location above this spot sometime. Ye could follow me with a boat and use GPS to determine the exact location. Would that work?” 
 
    Eilis said, “Yes. That’s perfect. Let’s do that.” 
 
    Dylan then created what looked like a tangle of firework sparks or a handful of fireflies and threw them into the boat. “OK, it’s marked.” 
 
    Li and I thanked him. 
 
    Cormag floated silently at a distance, observing us as though we were specimens in a cage or fireflies in a glass jar. 
 
    The human remains not affecting him much, Dylan waved his left hand forward, holding the burning orb in his right. “C’mon, I have something else I want to show ye.” Winking at me, he added, “For yer research.” 
 
    I felt upset by the pair of skeletons lost at the bottom of the loch for who knows how long. Elephants grieve their dead. When humans observe this, it resonates with us in an anthropomorphic way. At least that’s true for some of us. For others, they hunt elephants for their ivory tusks, leaving the deceased behind for those who would mourn. The kelpies seemed to have the same variation in emotional distance regarding our dead. The loss of life seemed to resonate with Dylan to some degree. As for Cormag, I wasn’t sure if he just felt emotional distance from us, or if he’d happily hunt us as prey. 
 
    As we set off for whatever else Dylan wanted to show us, light from our fireballs reflected off his feet. Except they weren’t feet. They were horse’s hooves! My head felt all woozy like I was going to faint. Making myself focus elsewhere, I counted rocks on the loch floor. One…Two…Three… Inadvertently looking up, I caught a glimpse of Cormag’s feet. Same thing: they were horse hooves! 
 
    My mind started processing this. Eilis had said that kelpies often morph into humans or water horses. Maybe Dylan and Cormag had shifted into horses or water horses and hadn’t shifted all the way back yet, like Eilis and Catrina when their bodies had changed into a seal and a fish, but their heads were still human. Why they chose to swim with horse hooves, however, I totally didn’t understand. That didn’t seem efficient. Much better to swim with human feet…or with something webbed like duck feet, if you had the choice. 
 
    I worked hard to calm myself down. Eilis was a selkie and Catrina was a shapeshifter. That didn’t scare me at all, so there wasn’t any reason to be frightened by the hooves on Dylan and Cormag. Except Cormag was kind of creepy. I think that plus the stories about the kelpies’ destructive behavior is why every little thing out of the ordinary bothered me about the kelpies. 
 
    I focused on the bottom of the loch where a fish was swimming lazily along, our lights glinting off its shiny scales. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a rock wall divided by a crack slightly wider than Eilis’s seal body. Dylan waved us forward, then disappeared into the opening. His light vanishing with him, there was nothing but darkness beyond the fissure. 
 
    Cormag followed behind him, disappearing with his light as well. The last sight of him were his horse’s hooves kicking through the water, propelling him through the narrow opening. 
 
    Eilis went next, only barely fitting through. She had about an inch to spare on either side. 
 
    Catrina had it the easiest. She swam through in fish form with plenty of room to spare. 
 
    That left Li and me. I was afraid of entering the opening to who knows where, but I was even more afraid of being left behind. 
 
    Li said, “Do you want to go first? I’ll be right behind you.” She smiled. “If anything goes wrong, I’ve got plenty of magic tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    The truth of that along with her levity gave me courage. Using my foot, I kicked off from the muddy floor and swam toward the crevice. Rather than hesitate and let my fears run wild, I swam hard until I’d launched myself through the opening. 
 
    Traveling three or four feet through a narrow claustrophobic space between two rock walls, I tried to keep myself from hyperventilating. The red cap allowed me to breathe. It was my job to regulate breathing, so that I wouldn’t pass out. Breathe in…Breathe out…Take a deep breath…Exhale… 
 
    Eventually, the tunnel opened up into a large cavern. The ceiling was so high, it disappeared above us, as our lights failed to reach that far. Same with the walls disappearing into darkness. The area we could see, however, was spacious. Although I no longer felt claustrophobic, the weird sensation I’d been experiencing since entering the underwater world of the loch intensified. I felt disoriented, lost. I felt frightened by something occupying the space that I didn’t understand. With all my training for responding to cries for help from people who had died and recognizing the in-between states of the undead, I had no preparation, no knowledge to put a finger on what I was sensing. It was as though it was from another dimension. Was that possible? Was I being contacted by someone who had died in another dimension? Or someone trapped in the world of the undead in another dimension? I felt incredible despair. It was bad enough being a ghost whisperer in my own dimension, I couldn’t deal with more than that. 
 
    I pulled back my imagination. No doubt it was taking off like a runaway train. Once again, I steered my thoughts back on track. I probably felt like I was picking up signals from another dimension because I was doing exactly that: breathing within and exploring an underwater one. Everything about it was different than the world within which I normally functioned. Being able to breathe here was probably throwing me off, giving me the sensation that something surreal was taking place. Add kelpies, selkies, shapeshifting and Li’s faerie magic to the underwater world and, yeah, it made sense that things would feel surreal. Add Cormag’s surly disposition and horse hooves to the mix and no wonder things felt ominous. 
 
    Dylan gestured at the space. “This is one of my favorite places in the kelpie world. All of these…” He paused, staring straight ahead. 
 
    I followed his gaze over to Cormag who was shaking his head no. He stopped as soon as he noticed me and swam off toward the back of the cave. 
 
    Dylan looked around at the rest of us. “All of these caves…They’re quiet and peaceful and significantly expand the territory of the kelpies.” 
 
    Li asked, “Are there a lot of caves in the lochs?” 
 
    Dylan glanced in the direction Cormag had gone. “There are enough of them. Go ahead and explore. Just don’t leave this area. It’s easy to get lost in the tunnels.” 
 
    Enough said. I didn’t plan on going down any tunnels by myself. This open space would do just fine. It was all I needed to see, thank you very much. 
 
    Eilis moved off in the direction Cormag had gone, getting swallowed up by the darkness. She apparently felt safe with him. Either that or her rebellious nature drew her to bad boys, moth to the flame. 
 
    The rest of us kept within sight of each other. Like fish in a bowl, we stayed within the area illuminated by our combined fireballs, letting darkness form the invisible walls of our world. 
 
    Swimming around the murkily lit area, I found a few piles of colorful rocks and several schools of silvery fish. 
 
    Then, that feeling hit again…that otherworldly feeling, this time more pronounced, as though I had slipped into the other dimension and been consumed by it. I glanced around quickly, naming everyone as I found them. Li…Catrina…Dylan. Eilis and Cormag were missing, but I knew where they’d gone. Into the darkness, not into another dimension. 
 
    In that instant, Eilis emerged from the duskiness that separated light from total darkness. She was moving at a fast pace, her seal body gliding quickly through the water. Cormag emerged next, moving through the liquid medium like a bullet. I studied the yawning mouth that had spit them out. A large shadowy creature wove in and out of the twilight partition between our lighted area and its pitch-black realm. It was the same creature I’d glimpsed before! Or one of them. Perhaps there were many. And yet, it was so well-hidden, it could have been a trick of the imagination or lighting, an underwater mirage. 
 
    The image stopped moving, froze where it was. Two spheres of light stared out at us, reflective eyes. 
 
    Cormag glanced back at the area. “C’mon, let’s go. That’s all there is to see here.” He looked and sounded incredibly scared. He was out of breath. 
 
    Dylan and Cormag led the way back to the spot where we’d entered the loch. We hung around in the shallow water for a while. By the time we made it back, Cormag had recovered. He was back to his usual tough self. “So, that was a short trip into our world, the place where the kelpies live.” 
 
    Squeezing water from his long hair, Dylan looked at Li and me. “Any questions?” 
 
    I decided it was now or never. Either I was going to risk pursuing hard-hitting questions or I was going to have to give up on writing a detailed report about the kelpies. “Does living in the pools and lochs of Scotland ever feel limiting?” 
 
    Looking off into the distance, Dylan moved his hands through the water, causing it to circle around him in a series of rings, like the paths of planets around the sun. “Sometimes. We have strong magical powers, yet our world is small compared to the entire Earth.” 
 
    I studied him, judging his mood, then decided I should continue. “I understand you…the kelpies…can morph into humans or water horses. Couldn’t you leave in either of those forms? Couldn’t you travel around the world disguised as a human? It seems like that would be easy.” 
 
    Cormag snorted, a sound filled with rebelliousness and anger. “Tell her, Dyl.” 
 
    Dylan stopped moving his hands. He let his arms fall to his sides, the paths of the planets crashing into each other. “Something stops us whenever we try…” 
 
    His voice trailed off. I waited. 
 
    Dylan stared at the water as though searching for an answer there, then looked at me with dark troubled eyes. “As soon as we try to move beyond an area that borders the lochs and pools, we become sick. I mean seriously ill. The farther beyond the border we get, the sicker we become until it’s intolerable. Years ago, a few determined kelpies kept on going. They collapsed and died on the spot. No one’s tried it since.” 
 
    Li asked, “Do you have any idea what’s causing it?” 
 
    Cormag waded through the water, splashing all of us, as he moved closer to Li. He smirked. “Oh, yeah, we do. Ye wanna see that? We can take ye there tomorrow, if ye’d like.” 
 
    The rest of us looked at each other. Li shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t see why we couldn’t. Tomorrow’s Sunday. No classes or anything…” 
 
    Eilis said, “Ye could all stay at my place, to save time tomorrow.” She winked at Dylan and Cormag. “Not ye guys, of course. Ye’d probably dry out at my place and no one wants to see that.” 
 
    Dylan laughed, while Cormag rolled his eyes. 
 
    I thought about all the homework I had to do, but this was much more important. This was the reason I was in Scotland. “Tomorrow sounds good. I’m totally free. What about you, Catrina? Could you stay overnight and drive us back tomorrow?” 
 
    She said, “Sure.” 
 
    Cormag tossed his long dark hair tangled in strands of seaweed over his shoulders. “OK, then. Let’s meet right here. Same time tomorrow?” 
 
    Eilis said, “Sure. Approximately, anyway. Just wait for us.” 
 
    Cormag said, “Yes, M’lady,” then dove into the water with a splash, disappearing into the murkiness. Dylan followed suit. 
 
    On the way back to the Land Rover, Eilis said, “We could look for the water horse in the River Spey tonight, if ye’d like.” 
 
    I felt in serious need of a hot shower and a good night’s sleep, but I was totally incapable of turning down an offer like that. Apparently, everyone else was, too. We all agreed to spend part of the night down by the River Spey. 
 
    As we hit the road, the sun began to set, causing an explosion of color along the horizon. 
 
    On the ride back, Catrina called Ocean View and got permission to keep the Land Rover another day. 
 
    When we reached Eilis’s place, we hopped out of the vehicle, stretched our arms and legs and headed inside. 
 
    While the rest of us sat down to rest our weary bodies, Eilis searched through her cabinets and refrigerator. “One thing I didn’t think about is what we’d have for dinner. I was supposed to go shopping tomorrow. We could do one of two things. I could whip up some eggs and toast or we could go fishing down at the river and have something like the salmon we had for lunch. What do ye think?” 
 
    Eggs and toast sounded fine to me, but I was itching to go down to the river to try and get a glimpse of the water horse. I don’t know if that’s why everyone else made the same decision, but we all opted for the fishing expedition. 
 
    Eilis closed a cabinet door. “Great! I don’t have enough fishing rods for everyone, but I’ve got lots of hooks and worms and there are plenty of branches down by the river.” She grinned. “We’ll make this work. We ought to go now, so we have time to gut the fish and make dinner.” She placed her hands on her stomach. “I’m starving.” Turning around and opening another cabinet door, she rooted around inside. Pulling out a tin of shortbread cookies (called shortbread biscuits in Scotland) she placed it on the kitchen table. “Help yerselves. I have quite a few of these. I make large batches when I’ve got the time.” 
 
    Taking the lid off the container, Li was the first to try the shortbreads. “Oh, wow. These are delicious.” 
 
    Grabbing a bunch and stuffing our faces, we all agreed. 
 
    Eilis placed a second tin on the table. “Help yerselves. Ye must be hungry after all that swimming this afternoon. I know I am.” Opening the container, she reached in and grabbed a few biscuits, then took some bottles of carbonated lemonade out of the refrigerator. 
 
    The cookies and fizzy lemonade did the trick. Rejuvenated, I felt ready to go fishing, and to keep an eye out for the water horse. 
 
    Bundling up in winter jackets, scarves, hats and gloves, we hiked down the hill to the River Spey. The air was cold, turning our breath to steam whenever we spoke. 
 
    After hunting around for fifteen minutes or so, we all found branches that could serve as fishing rods. Mine was bent in the middle, but it seemed strong enough. Eilis handed out string and hooks and made her can of worms available to all of us. I felt squeamish watching Eilis demonstrate how to stick worms on a hook, but I knew I had to do this. Eilis was being so generous with her home and food and time, I felt the least I could do was help catch dinner. The salmon we had for lunch was delicious. I could totally eat that again. 
 
    Sitting on the river bank as sunset turned the world around us into twilight and then into darkening night, we slipped into silence. It wasn’t due to fatigue or a lack of anything to say. Perhaps Eilis stopped speaking so we wouldn’t scare the fish away. I don’t know about the rest; but for me, my concentration turned to the river itself. The sound of water gurgling and singing as it passed over rocks. The tiny waves shimmering like ghosts in the moonlight. And then there was the sky above me, studded with brilliant, twinkling stars out here where there wasn’t any light pollution. Every once in a while, I pulled my focus away from the river to catch a glimpse of the truly magnificent sky. 
 
    Eilis was the first to get a nibble on her line, a nibble that turned into a fish trying to pull Eilis into the river, it seemed. After a herculean effort to win the competition, Eilis pulled in a large salmon, all silver and pink and flapping around, desperately trying to save its life. Eilis tossed it into a bucket. “Well, that should do for dinner. Ye want to stay here while I start dinner, to see if ye can catch anything, or do ye want to come back with me now?” 
 
    We all decided to stay. I don’t know what everyone else was thinking. I didn’t care about catching a fish. In fact, I really hoped I wouldn’t. But I wanted to give the water horse more time to make an appearance, if it had any plans to do so. 
 
    Eilis grabbed the bucket in which she had deposited her salmon. It was still flapping around, struggling to suck oxygen from the air, a feat it would never manage. She tapped a second bucket with her boot. “Ye can use this bucket if ye catch more fish. How about we meet back up at the house within the hour?” 
 
    We all agreed to that. 
 
    After Eilis had gone and silence settled upon us once more, I mostly became mesmerized by the scraps of moonlight dancing along the waves and the singing of the water as it ran by us on its hurried way to wherever it was going. I scanned the length of the river in both directions as far as I could see, but the water horse never showed. 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin when Catrina shouted, “I got one!” We all stood up and walked over, cheering her on as she engaged in battle with whatever was tugging on her line. It turned out to be another salmon, so big it cracked the stick Catrina was using. After wrestling it out of the water, nearly losing her footing a couple of times and almost slipping into the river, Catrina pulled the salmon out of the water so hard, it went flying up into the air, dancing at the end of the string like some macabre puppet. 
 
    Poor thing. I felt sorry for it. But then, I remembered the delicious salmon served under a layer of cucumbers that Eilis had made for lunch. I was so used to store-bought, I never saw this side of providing a meal. I tried to make peace with it. 
 
    After Catrina’s catch, we decided we had more than enough fish for dinner and headed back to Eilis’s place. As we trudged up the hill, I turned around to search once more for the water horse. Nothing. Other than the song of the river in the moonlit night, everything was completely still and dark. 
 
    By the time we got back to Eilis’s, she had dinner well underway. The fish she’d caught had been cleaned and gutted and was on its way into the oven. Shortly after, the kitchen smelled heavenly with the scent of salmon and lemon butter. Every once in a while when the butter sputtered in the oven, I pictured the fish alive and hissing at all of us, its predators. 
 
    When Eilis was done cooking, she called us to dinner. Salmon was served in an old black-and-white speckled roasting pan that had seen hard use. It was dented and encrusted in places with baked-in spatters from other meals. I figured it had been handed down to her by her mom or grandmother. Potato and parsnip slices were served on a baking sheet not quite as battered as the roasting pan. 
 
    While we enjoyed the meal, which I found easy to do as long as I didn’t think about the fish struggling on the line as it was plucked from its home in the River Spey, we talked about our experience that afternoon. 
 
    Eilis started the discussion. “So, what did ye think of my kelpie friends?” 
 
    That question totally put us on the spot. I quickly took another bite of salmon. Li said, “This is delicious, Eilis.” Everyone else agreed. 
 
    Eilis poured herself a glass of ice water from the pitcher on the table. “So, were Dylan and Cormag helpful to ye? Did ye get any information from them that’ll be helpful to yer research?” 
 
    Li answered while I placed a parsnip slice on top of a potato one, stuck it in my mouth and chewed slowly. I needed time to think how to answer. In the meantime, Li said, “Yes, definitely. They were very helpful. It was great to see where they live. And it was informative to hear them talk about the border to their territory and how the kelpies fall ill if they try to pass beyond it. That sounds terrifying.” 
 
    I swallowed the last bit of potato and parsnip I’d been working on while stalling for a reply. I set my fork down on the plate. “It does sound very sad. It fits 100% with our research theories, though. I hope we can help them. I’m looking forward to seeing whatever they want to show us tomorrow.” 
 
    Placing her elbows on the table, Eilis rested her chin on her hands and looked around the table. “So, what did ye think of Cormag?” 
 
    We were all tactful. No one answered. Everyone stabbed something with their fork, placed it in their mouth and commenced chewing. 
 
    Breaking the awkward silence, Catrina finally volunteered an answer. “He provided a lot of information about the kelpies, I think. I mean, I’m not doing the research, but he seemed to provide a lot of information.” She looked at Li and me, as though waiting for us to confirm or criticize her assessment. 
 
    I grew a spine and confirmed. “He really did. I have a much better understanding of the kelpies’ world now. And he and Dylan showed us so much, I have a lot of things I can sketch for our research records.” 
 
    Eilis laughed softly. “I’m glad. Cormag is one my closest friends, but he’s a character. Part of it stems from him having a strong personality and a rebellious spirit while being strictly and harshly confined to a very limited area.” Picking up her fork to continue eating, she thought of something else to add. She waved her fork in my direction. “I think he’s going to be extremely helpful to yer research. I think he wants to be free even more than ye want to free him; but he’s been defeated so many times, he’s going to put up a fight against any false hope. Still, he showed ye significant places today. That cave holds many clues to the kelpie life. He shared its location with ye.” 
 
    Alarm bells rang within the fear center of my brain. Chills ran up my spine. I’d seen something large and shadowy in that cave, its eyes glowing as it watched us. Immediately afterward, Cormag had rushed us out of the cave. He’d never mentioned why. Was there a dangerous creature there? Was that what he wanted to reveal to us tomorrow? 
 
    I stabbed a chunk of salmon and devoured it. I pictured myself in its position, devoured by the mysterious creature of shadow with its demonically glowing eyes. 
 
    After dinner, we watched a show set in Scotland. I completely missed the title and story because I was exhausted and only capable of wrapping my brain around the things I was most interested in: the scenery of Scotland and the customs and accents of its people. I totally enjoyed those aspects of the show. 
 
    When it ended, Eilis went into her bedroom and returned with a stack of pajamas. “Here, guys, ye are welcome to wear these. It’s a lot more comfy than sleeping in clothes.” Once more, she went back into her bedroom, returning with a sleeping bag and a stack of woolen blankets. “Here’s something to keep ye warm. I hope ye’ll be comfortable enough.” 
 
    Seriously, I was so bone-tired, I think I could have slept on a pile of rocks at that point. 
 
    We thanked Eilis, then got changed in her bathroom and picked out a place to sleep. Since I didn’t think I needed a couch or chair or even a sleeping bag to get a good night’s sleep, I grabbed one of the blankets and a pillow from the couch and sprawled out on the carpet. I swear it was only seconds until I drifted off into a deep sleep. 
 
    That night, I dreamt I was gazing into my crystal ball, trying to see the future. The crystal ball grew, like bread dough rising with yeast. It became larger and larger. It seemed like it would never stop expanding. Then, suddenly, it flattened, turning into the glass wall of a darkened aquarium. Twilight infiltrated the water, revealing movement toward the back of the aquarium. A shark swam into view. I was excited to see it. Me, the observer, delighted that something had shown itself on my visit to the aquarium. But then, it shapeshifted into a monster with large teeth. It came rushing toward me, breaking through the glass, leaping at my throat. I tried to scream, but couldn’t. 
 
    I woke up, gasping and covered in sweat. 
 
    Looking around, I saw that everyone was asleep. Eilis was snoring behind the door to her bedroom. Going out into the kitchen, I poured myself a glass of water. As soon as my heart stopped racing, I returned to my nest on the floor, slipping into a more peaceful dreamland for the rest of the night. 
 
    The next morning, I woke to Eilis opening and closing cabinet doors in the kitchen and something sizzling in a pan on the stove. The house smelled of salmon. 
 
    After I’d dragged myself into the bathroom to pee, I wandered into the kitchen, still half asleep. “Mornin’, Eilis.” 
 
    Turning around, Eilis smiled at me. “Mornin’.” She pointed to a coffee maker on the counter. “Help yerself to coffee, if ye’d like. I also have tea, if ye’d prefer that.” 
 
    The coffeepot looked to me like a mirage must look to a thirsty person in the desert: like heaven. In my case, I felt bone-tired from the day before. Muscles ached in places I didn’t even know I had muscles and I could have slept a lot longer. “Thanks, Eilis. Coffee sounds perfect.” 
 
    I grabbed one of the ceramic cups Eilis had stacked next to the coffee maker and filled it nearly to the brim. Adding a teaspoon of sugar from a ceramic bowl and cream from a matching pitcher, I dragged myself over to the table where I attempted to nurse myself into some semblance of my former self. 
 
    The coffee was strong. Gradually, it did the trick in waking up my brain. By that time, everyone else had joined me at the table and Eilis had placed trays of food in front of us: one with scrambled eggs and salmon, another with fried potato slices and the third with stacks of toast. 
 
    Ladling scrambled eggs and salmon onto her plate, Eilis said, “I usually make this with smoked salmon, but I figured I’d make it today with the fresh salmon Catrina caught yesterday. I’d hate to have it go to waste.” 
 
    We mostly ate in silence except for compliments to the chef and lots of comments like, “Wow, this is good” and “Yummm…” It looked like everyone was as tired as I was. Eilis made two additional pots of coffee before we were done with breakfast. 
 
    After we finished eating and getting dressed, it was time to head out to meet up with Dylan and Cormag. 
 
    As we walked out to the Land Rover, I spoke to Li in a low voice. “Are you sore today?” 
 
    Li said, “I was, but I used a spell to take care of it. You want some help?” 
 
    I laughed. “Sure. I’d love that. I probably should have asked Eilis if she had some Aleve.” 
 
    Li made a Pfffft noise. “Who needs Aleve when you’ve got magic? Tell you what, how about I add some pain relief when I cast the spell to warm us up in the loch?” 
 
    My lips said, “That sounds great,” but inwardly I was moaning at the thought of holding onto the pain until we got to the loch. 
 
    Too tired and in too much pain to talk, I stayed silent the entire ride. I figured most of us felt the same way. The only sound inside the van was a Scottish band Catrina was streaming through Bluetooth. 
 
    When we reached the loch, we walked down to its edge to see if the kelpies were there. Ten minutes later, Dylan popped up above the water’s surface, followed by Cormag. They both waved. Cupping his hands around his mouth, Cormag shouted, “Come on in! The water’s…cold.” Laughing, he did a series of dolphin dives while we got ready. 
 
    Stripping off my clothes down to my bathing suit, I wrapped a towel around me for a smidgen of warmth until Li was ready. 
 
    When we finally stepped into the water, Eilis handed us red caps that we immediately pulled over our heads. 
 
    As we waded in deeper, I felt both warmth and pain relief. It wasn’t until that moment that I felt confident I could put in another day of swimming with the kelpies. I glanced over at Li. “Thank you. I feel soooo much better.” 
 
    Li gave me a quick smile. “No problem.” 
 
    When we were all in the water, Eilis shifted into a seal and Catrina morphed into a fish. Dylan and Cormag led the way in the opposite direction we’d taken the day before. Once again, Li created magical balls of light for us to see within the murky underwater world of Loch Oich. 
 
    I surveyed the muddy floor, but found nothing out of the ordinary. Just lots of mud and rocks, a few fish passing through the shadowy world a safe distance from our group. 
 
    After we’d been swimming for about half an hour, Dylan turned around to face us. “We’re going to bring you over to one of the barriers keeping us in place. It’s in another loch: Loch Lochy.” 
 
    Eilis looked annoyed. “Why didn’t we start in Loch Lochy then?” 
 
    Dylan looked surprised by her question. “Because we know Loch Oich better. We spend more time there. And because…Well, never mind. It’s better this way. Trust me.” He turned around quickly, not giving Eilis a chance to respond. 
 
    Bubbles floated out from Cormag’s face. I wasn’t sure if he was talking to Dylan or laughing at Eilis—or at all of us, for that matter. 
 
    Dylan served as tour guide. “We’re going to swim through the Caledonian Canal for a bit, then take a shortcut through caves connecting the lochs. Just follow Cormag and me…” 
 
    We did as he said, using our glowing fireballs to light the way. After traveling through a brief stretch of the canal, the kelpies led us through a narrow opening into a cave. The entrance led to an area only slightly wider than the opening, nothing like the spacious cave we’d entered the day before. Claustrophobia threatened to asphyxiate me, but then I realized the monstrous creature with glowing eyes I’d seen in the larger cave would never fit into this cramped a space. 
 
    Catrina swam up beside Eilis, leaving only an inch or so to spare on either side of them. “I always wondered how they named Loch Lochy. It’s like they ran out of imagination the day they did it. ‘Aye, let’s just call it Loch Lochy and call it a day.’” 
 
    Eilis laughed, bubbles rising from her mouth. “Yeah, or they called in the team of redundancy experts that day. ‘OK, boys, what’ve ye got?’ ‘How ’bout Loch Lochy?’ ‘Aye, boys, ye did it again. Loch Lochy it is!’” 
 
    Catrina and Eilis burst into laughter, an explosion of bubbles filling the space in front of them. 
 
    Loch Lochy…It did indeed sound like redundancy experts had done the naming. 
 
    Eventually, the cave ended and we entered the much more open area of Loch Lochy. 
 
    Spreading out into more of a fan shape than the single or double files necessary in the narrow spaces, we continued swimming behind the kelpies. 
 
    Suddenly, I realized I’d been experiencing the same weird feelings I’d had in Loch Oich; but at a lower, more background level this time. I realized this because the feelings intensified as we entered the open area. Again, it reminded me of the sensations I had when ghosts called me; yet it wasn’t the same. Nor was it the same as when the undead were nearby. It unnerved me that I couldn’t identify these feelings because I wasn’t sure what I was walking—or more accurately, swimming—into. 
 
    Dylan turned around to face us. “We’re in Loch Lochy now. I reckon you all figured that out. C’mon…” Turning back around, he and Cormag continued leading the way. 
 
    Eventually, they dove straight down into a deep dark place in the loch. It was much deeper than any place we’d been to so far. I found myself shivering. As soon as she noticed, Li increased the heat around me. 
 
    I swore I was hallucinating when the water in front of us coalesced into the shape of a bull, turned slowly around to stare at us and then swam toward the surface. Dylan and Cormag halted, remaining in one spot until the bull was out of view. 
 
    Dylan thought to explain what we’d just seen. “That’s a water bull. They won’t harm you. He’s no doubt on his way to fraternize with land cows. Date night, as it were.” 
 
    Cormag chuckled. Then both kelpies resumed swimming to whatever destination they had in mind. 
 
    Scotland seemed full of magical creatures. Water horses, water bulls: these were all new to me. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at an especially dark section. My heart nearly raced out of my chest, threatening to burst through like a creature from the Alien movies or John Carpenter’s The Thing. There in front of us were ghostly beings moving through the pitch-black water, illuminated by the faerie-made fireballs we carried with us. 
 
    Cormag jutted his chin in their direction. “There, in front of ye, are our prison guards.” 
 
    Dylan corrected him. “We’re not sure of that. We just suspect it.” 
 
    Cormag rolled his eyes. “OK. Ye just suspect it. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Li swam forward to meet up with the kelpies. “What makes you so sure of it, Cormag?” 
 
    Paralyzed, frozen with fear to the spot where I’d first caught a glimpse of the ghostly beings, I listened intently to the conversation. I knew this was important to the research Li and I were doing. 
 
    Turning away from me to face the direction of the translucent creatures, Cormag’s voice became muffled. Prying myself out of the jaws of fear, I forced myself to swim up next to him. 
 
    Li looked at me with an incredibly serious expression, then back at Cormag. 
 
    His face had been transformed from its usual cocky, rebellious appearance to that of anger. “The main reason I think it’s them, however, is that they can never leave the water. The asrai, or ashrays, melt into a puddle upon exposure to the sun. They do go up to the surface once a century to bathe in moonlight because it helps them grow, but that’s it. My theory is misery loves company, especially if you’re as mean as the asrai are. Unfortunately, we’re their company and they’ve placed a spell on the boundaries of our world so we can never leave.” 
 
    Dylan interrupted him. “That’s only a theory, Cormag. We have no proof the asrai have done this.” 
 
    I took mental notes of the discussion, so I could write it all down once I got back to my room. 
 
    Eventually, I found my voice, although it came out hoarse like the croak of a frog. I felt incredibly nervous, fully aware that I was trapped between the kelpies and the asrai. “What are the asrai, exactly? You said they come up to the surface of the water once a century. How long do they live?” 
 
    Cormag looked at me with disdain, as though shocked by my ignorance. “They’re faeries.” He glanced over at Dylan. “Like us. We’re all faeries. However, some are crueler than others.” He looked at me with a frightening expression, as though daring me to test the level of cruelty he could achieve. 
 
    I looked away, committing his expression to memory, so I could sketch it later. 
 
    I returned to studying the asrai. Some were short, others tall. They were translucent with long, flowing green hair. They seemed mostly oblivious to our presence. 
 
    Then they turned without warning, heading toward us, singing the most beautiful songs. 
 
    Cormag screeched at them. “That doesn’t work on us. Go find a fisherman, ye plague upon the lochs.” 
 
    Bursting into laughter, the asrai swam around us, singing their beautifully disorienting songs. Then they disappeared deeper into the dark water where our light could no longer reach them. 
 
    Dylan said, “Well, that’s what we wanted to show ye: the asrai, sworn enemies of the kelpie people. Popular opinion says they are our prison guards. Were we to defeat them, we’d be free to go wherever we wanted on the planet Earth.” 
 
    Li asked, “But…you don’t believe that?” 
 
    Dylan replied, “I have my doubts. I’m not so sure they actually want our company.” 
 
    Cormag closed his eyes for a second, obviously frustrated by Dylan’s opinion. “Let me explain the situation in more detail. Female asrai have gone up to the surface singing their songs of seduction, trying to lure human men into their trap. However, they can’t stay beyond sunrise or they melt into a puddle. My theory is they’ve decided to trap us kelpies in their underwater world instead. We expand their gene pool.” 
 
    Dylan looked at Cormag with concern. “I’m not at all sure about that.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure about it either. Cormag had an air of narcissism about him. I bet he thought every female was irresistibly drawn to him, and to other kelpies by extension. Theories based on narcissism couldn’t be trusted. They weren’t objective. 
 
    Cormag turned away from Dylan. “We have something else to show ye.” I’m pretty sure only he wanted to show us whatever it was. It seemed that Dylan was along for the ride, perhaps because he was best friends with Cormag, or maybe to make sure his friend didn’t get totally out of control. 
 
    Loch Lochy was much deeper than Loch Oich. Cormag and Dylan led the way into deeper, darker territory. 
 
    I nearly screamed as a cold slippery fish brushed against me. In my mind, I imagined the asrai had returned, grabbing me with cold slippery fingers to drag me down into depths from which I’d never return. 
 
    Off in the distance, I saw light shining from something massive. It wasn’t reflecting the limited amount of light from our fireballs. It was instead producing its own illumination. 
 
    The kelpies continued swimming toward it. 
 
    Finally, Cormag waved his hand over the scene in front of us. “This is the home of a group of Fin Folk, also known as Sea Gardeners. They’ve never given anyone trouble unless they clearly asked for it. I say we contact them for help with the asrai.” He glanced over his shoulder at Dylan. “It’s something I’ve been saying for years, but I seem to be the only one in favor of upsetting the status quo.” 
 
    I studied the Fin Folk settlement. It was enclosed entirely in glass. From the outside, all that was visible were colorful flowers and a lush forest of trees seemingly made of seaweed. 
 
    Cormag turned to Li and me. “Ye wanted to do a research project that could free the kelpies? How would ye like to knock on the door of the Fin Folk and see if they can help?” 
 
    Li and I were speechless. The wheels inside my brain were spinning at top speed; but like a hamster on a wheel, I wasn’t getting anywhere. I felt incredibly conflicted. Of course, I wanted to visit the Fin Folk. But only if I had willing guides. And I wasn’t at all sure Dylan was willing to do this. Cormag was basically talking about starting a war with the asrai, dragging the Fin Folk into it, and making Li and me accomplices. 
 
    Cormag said, “Just think about it, OK?” 
 
    Li and I nodded. It was the best we could do. 
 
    Dylan said, “Well, on that note, how about we call it a day?” 
 
    All in agreement with Dylan and too stunned to answer Cormag, our group followed the kelpies back to the spot where we’d stepped into Loch Oich earlier that day. Waving goodbye to the kelpies, we knew we had a lot to think about. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 19 
 
    Sunday night, I fell asleep right after dinner. All the swimming and emotional challenges of the weekend had left me exhausted. 
 
    Monday morning, I woke up just in time to grab breakfast and get to class. I felt more groggy than hungry, so I had more coffee than food. I had a bowl of Scottish porridge followed by a kipper, which is smoked herring. Then I downed two cups of coffee and poured a third one into a disposable coffee to-go cup. Ocean View Scotland certainly understood the exhaustion of college schedules. 
 
    In Kelpie Powers class, Dr. Macfhearghus elaborated on the tremendous power kelpies had over the weather. He pointed out something that gave me the chills. “During the Cold War between the United States and Russia, both countries theorized on ways to control the weather. Both countries believed that if they could do this, they’d have a weapon more devastating than the nuclear bomb. Think about that for a minute. The kelpies have this weapon at their disposal. And yet, they’ve never used it to destroy things the way a nuclear arsenal can. It’s simply a power they possess. They’ve maintained remarkable control over it. This is one of the many reasons I feel they’re not anywhere near as dangerous as legend has it.” 
 
    A guy in the back of the room raised his hand. He reminded me of Cormag, both in looks and demeanor. He had wild black hair with bangs so long, he kept brushing them away from his eyes. 
 
    Dr. Macfhearghus acknowledged him. “Yes?” 
 
    Placing his hands flat on the desk, the student silently drummed with his fingers. “Isn’t it possible that keeping the kelpies confined to the lochs and pools of Scotland is the reason they aren’t more dangerous? It rains an awful lot in Scotland…and throughout the entire UK, for that matter. Who’s to say that isn’t the result of kelpie magic? Ye know, maybe it’s the most they can manage, given their limited circumstances.” 
 
    Dr. Macfhearghus bristled at the suggestion. “There’s no evidence to support that theory. There’s no known reason why the kelpies couldn’t create total destruction, the lochs and pools serving as ground zero. Think about it. They could unleash tornadoes along the shorelines that would cause tremendous destruction as they crossed land. Not to mention the damage that high winds, lightning storms, snowstorms and other bad weather can accomplish. No, I say the kelpies have practiced tremendous self-control. The question is: Why do they nevertheless have a reputation for being destructive?” 
 
    The same guy raised his hand. 
 
    Dr. Macfhearghus scanned the room, obviously looking for another volunteer. Finally, he pointed at the only person with their hand in the air. 
 
    Brushing his bangs out of his eyes, the student said, “Because huge storms arise in the area where the Blue Men of the Minch live. Ships are sunk regularly in those waters…” 
 
    Sadness crossed Dr. Macfhearghus’s face like a dark, lingering shadow. I wondered if he’d lost someone in a storm at sea the way Dr. Renwick had lost his fellow researcher, Dr. McKewen. Then I realized Dr. Macfhearghus probably knew Dr. McKewen. Ocean View Scotland was a small campus where all the professors probably knew each other. Both Dr. Macfhearghus and Dr. McKewen shared a common academic interest: the kelpies. No doubt their paths had crossed and they’d done some work together. 
 
    Dr. Macfhearghus kept his cool. “There are storms at sea in many places, in many countries where kelpies don’t even exist. Just ask any fisherman who goes out to sea on one of the large fishing vessels. He’ll tell ye a tale of at least one tremendous storm where he almost lost his life. He’ll tell ye a tale of all the men who actually did lose their lives in that same storm. It’s not uncommon, lad. The sea is a dangerous place. The kelpies don’t live in all of them.” 
 
    Changing subjects, Dr. Macfhearghus spoke about kelpies changing into water horses and human beings in order to escape their imprisonment for brief periods of time. 
 
    I turned around to take a look at the student with the wild black hair. He was writing furiously in a notebook. I wondered if he was taking notes on the lecture or working on something else entirely. My bet was on the latter. 
 
    After class, I hurried to my room to grab my crystal orb. It was heavy, so I’d left it behind until the next class where I’d need it. 
 
    When I entered the stone hut for Crystal Orb II class, Dr. McCreery was sitting at her desk, reading. Totally absorbed, she didn’t look up as students filed into the classroom. At exactly 10:30, her cell phone started playing music. Placing a leather strip in her book as a marker, she closed it. “OK, class, pair up as ye did last time: same partner, same procedure. Spread out, so yer not too close to the people next to ye. Talk about yer last session. Mention if any of yer partner’s predictions came true. Then, once again, practice on each other using yer crystal ball.” She smiled. “Practice makes perfect, ye know.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to get up, I saw Lennox Sutherland heading toward me. I noticed he’d replaced the silver hoop in his right earlobe with a twinkling blue stone. Placing his velvet box on the table across from me, he said, “Howdy, partner.” I answered with, “Howdy.” 
 
    Along with everyone else in the room, we removed our orbs from their velvet containers. Dimming the lights, Dr. McCreery lit a number of candles along the edge of her desk. It set a mood, an eerie mood filled with shadow and flickering light. 
 
    Running his fingers through his thick brown hair, Lennox fidgeted in his seat. He was incredibly handsome. I almost missed how distraught he looked, noticing mostly his gorgeous green eyes and the blue stone in his earlobe. “Do ye want to go first this time?” 
 
    I managed to say, “Sure,” before fumbling my attempt to remove the crystal orb from its box. I came very close to dropping both the orb and box off the edge of the table. What a freaking idiot. 
 
    Reaching for the box, Lennox ended up placing his hands on top of mine. “Sorry. I thought that was about to go tumbling off the table.” He withdrew his hands. They’d felt strong and warm. Seriously, no need to say sorry. 
 
    “Oh, that’s OK.” I laughed nervously. “These things are valuable. I’d hate to have damaged it.” 
 
    Lennox smiled, revealing a dimple in his chin I hadn’t noticed before. “I wonder what happens to our futures if we smash a crystal ball? Do we lose only the orb, or do we lose everything it would have portended?” 
 
    “Now, that’s a scary thought. Or…maybe a good thought. It would depend on whether its predictions were good or bad, I suppose.” 
 
    Looking off to the side, thinking, Lennox nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    While we talked, I managed to wrestle the orb from its comfy resting spot. I placed my hand on either side of the globe, feeling it hum to life, observing it fill with light. As I gazed across the table at my partner, it finally registered that despite all his joking around, he looked distraught. I didn’t know him well enough to ask about it. For all I knew, he had troubling moods on a regular basis. I decided to stick with the assignment. “I guess before we start, I should ask if anything I saw inside this orb last time came true for you. I remember you mentioned it might mean something.” 
 
    Reacting as swiftly as if I’d hit him, Lennox looked away from me. He began speaking without making eye contact, only gradually turning to face me. “Ye saw shelves of vases and pottery, then birds flying around them before yer crystal ball went completely dark…” 
 
    I grimaced. “I know. I’m sorry. I don’t know if I failed, or if my crystal ball had a glitch…or if it has a flaw, or if something else went wrong.” 
 
    Lennox looked at me with intensity. At least in my mind, his expression was tinged with shock. “Nothing went wrong. I mean, nothing failed in terms of yer prediction.” 
 
    I waited for him to continue. I had no idea what he meant. 
 
    Lennox’s eyes filled with tears. Embarrassed, he wiped them away as they trickled down his cheeks. “I had a friend. An artist friend. She and I were very close. She had a pottery shop down by the sea in Dornoch. Lots of tourists go there. She made a decent living selling her ceramics.” Gathering his thoughts, he looked away. “She had cancer. In addition to vases and pottery, ye saw white birds—doves, ye thought. A few weeks ago, she felt strong enough to take a walk on the beach with me. She’d brought some biscuits with her, crumbled them up and threw them to the seagulls. They flew around us like a drunken mob, diving for those crumbs. Those could have been the birds ye saw. She died Friday night. Ye thought the birds that appeared in yer crystal ball could have been doves. In movies, they often symbolize death, the flight of the deceased’s soul taking off.” His voice cracked. He wiped away more tears. “I’m sure that’s what ye saw.” 
 
    I felt stunned. I had no idea what to say, so I fumbled for words. Even though it was irrational, I felt responsible for his friend’s death. I felt guilty. I had accurately predicted his friend’s death, or at least that seemed to be what had happened; but it felt like I’d somehow caused it. “I’m so sorry. Will there be a funeral?” I lifted my hands off the crystal ball. The light slowly drained from it. 
 
    Lennox looked at me with surprise. “Of course. In a small church in Dornoch.” 
 
    Idiot. Of course there would be a funeral. I tried to be more helpful. “Is there a place where I could send flowers?” 
 
    “Aye. If ye give me yer email address, I’ll send ye the information. Or yer phone number and I’ll text it to ye.” 
 
    I gave him my phone number. He looked up the information on where to send flowers and texted it to me right then. 
 
    I felt like I should do something to make Lennox feel better. It was my turn to give him feedback on the reading he’d done for me. He’d accurately predicted a snake or an eel in my future. I’d seen several eels on the bottom of Loch Oich. Traveling with the kelpies through their underwater world was a pivotal moment in both my research and my life, so Lennox’s prediction was important. I couldn’t decide how to tell him, though. I didn’t think I should mention the kelpies. I needed to protect their privacy. Finally, I decided to tell him about my underwater explorations without mentioning the kelpies. I decided I’d risk mentioning the red caps. I hoped at a college for the magically gifted, red caps from a group of merpeople wouldn’t come as a great surprise. 
 
    I glanced over at Dr. McCreery. She’d returned to the book she was reading. I turned back to Lennox. “Your predictions for me also came true. The past couple of days, I was swimming in Loch Oich…” 
 
    “What? The water’s freezing cold! How did ye even survive that?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “Are you familiar with the Merrow?” 
 
    Wagging a finger at me, he grinned. “Aye. Let me guess. Ye went swimming with a Merrow using one o’ their red caps?” 
 
    Lennox was apparently better at reading me with the assistance of his crystal ball than without. Although, to be fair, I had once gone swimming with Merrik who was part Merrow, using a red cap he gave me. That seemed like forever ago. Merrik… 
 
    I concentrated on the present. “Close. I used a red cap a friend of mine had. She isn’t Merrow, though.” I decided to volunteer additional information. “Although I do know someone who’s part Merrow. He gave me a red cap to swim under the ocean. That was quite some time ago and the first time I’d ever heard of the red caps. Those things are awesome. Have you ever used one?” 
 
    “The Merrow were first discovered by humans in Scotland and Ireland. Did ye know that? We’re well familiar with them. Can’t say I’ve ever swum with a merperson, though. Never used a red cap. I think it would give me the creeps.” 
 
    “Why? 
 
    “I don’t know. It isn’t natural.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what that was all about. Prejudice? I mean what was unnatural about using something to enhance your senses? Humans do it all the time with things like eyeglasses and hearing aids. I wasn’t about to argue with Lennox, though. For one thing, I hardly knew him. For another, he was in a period of mourning. His friend had just died. “The red caps are awesome. Between that and having a bubble of warmth around me that was cast by a faerie friend accompanying me, I got to explore the depths of Loch Oich. And your prediction about snakes or eels…I saw several eels.” 
 
    Lennox gasped, then laughed in surprise. “Wow. That’s good to know. I mean, not yer eel encounter, but that I could accurately predict it. So, what’s the bottom of Loch Oich like?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Mostly mud and rocks, a few fish, a few eels.” 
 
    Lennox laughed. “Sounds lovely.” 
 
    I grinned. “Yeah, that’s not exactly the word I’d use to describe it.” 
 
    Lennox pointed at my crystal orb which had gone dark. “Ye should go first. Ye want to get started?” 
 
    “Sure.” Placing my hands on either side of the globe, I felt it once more hum to life, filling with illumination. I gazed into it, nervous about what I might see. Slowly, fog filled the space; then parted as images appeared. There were roses, tulips, all kinds of flowers. “I’m so sorry, Lennox. I see many different kinds of flowers. I know what that means. I’m not even sure this is a prediction as much as something I already know is in your future…” 
 
    Lennox turned his face away from me as he wiped at his closed eyes. “That’s OK. If it’s in the crystal ball, it just is. You’re doing a good job…” He placed his head in his hands for a moment, pulling himself together. “Go on…” 
 
    Nothing but flowers. Lots and lots of flowers. I felt like screaming at the crystal ball. Stop it already. I know. I know… 
 
    Finally, new images appeared. “I see a car. Someone’s driving through a pine forest.” I continued studying the world enclosed in glass under my fingertips. “The car makes it to a dead end. Now, there’s a cottage. Smoke’s pouring lazily from the chimney. It looks peaceful, inviting.” Then the crystal ball filled with darkness. “I’m sorry. That’s all I saw.” 
 
    Lennox drummed his fingertips on the table. “Not a problem. My family has a cottage. We drive through a pine forest to get there. After the funeral…” Lennox’s voice cracked. “…I should go up there, take a weekend away from everything. Thanks.” 
 
    “Sure.” In truth, I hadn’t done anything. This fed my skepticism about the crystal ball. If I saw something that inspired the person to make what I saw come true, was I really predicting anything at all or just planting suggestions in the other person’s mind? In this case, it was clearly the latter. “Your turn, I guess.” 
 
    I waited in nervous anticipation as Lennox placed his hands on his crystal orb. It filled with illumination, followed by smoke. All I could see was smoke. The words smoke and mirrors popped into my head. 
 
    Lennox leaned forward, gazing intently into the cloudy sphere. He looked up for a brief second. “I’m afraid I’m not very good at this. It hardly takes a genius to predict eels when our school’s situated next to a loch. If ye went anywhere near it, chances are ye’d see an eel or a fish.” He returned his concentration to the assigned task, squinting at the world on the other side of the glass partition. “I’m seeing those same damn oval shapes with domes on top that I saw last time. They’re definitely flying saucers. They’re zooming out of clouds in the sky. Ye said ye lived in Roswell and saw lots of fake flying saucers. Well, that’s all the crystal ball is showing me: something from yer past. Unless, of course, ye plan to return to Roswell.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no.” The words slipped from my lips before I could censor them. The last thing I wanted to do was make Lennox feel bad. “Who knows, though? I could end up going back there for some reason or other. Unforeseen circumstances…that you would have seen correctly ahead of time.” 
 
    Lennox gave me a funny look. “What’s wrong with Roswell? It seems like a fun place.” He grinned. “Kooky, maybe, but fun.” 
 
    A bazillion memories of death and shapeshifters flashed through my mind. “It’s a long story…” Lennox looked genuinely interested in hearing about it. I couldn’t, however, bring myself to talk about it. “Stuff happened there…” I gathered my unraveling memories, trying to come up with a pithy statement that would avoid details. “I mean, wherever there are kooks, bad stuff is bound to happen. It wasn’t a great place to live.” There. That pretty much summed up a lot of places, nothing specific about what I’d experienced in Roswell. 
 
    Lennox nodded. “Ahhhh. I hear ye. Well, let’s hope in this one case, I’m seeing the past, rather than the future.” 
 
    I really appreciated that. “Thanks.” 
 
    When that class ended, I trudged over to the stone hut where Fortune Telling for Ghost Whisperers with Empathic Abilities was held. Rather than have us do an exercise based solely on developing our empathy skills like we did last time, Dr. Ralston had us take out our crystal balls and gave us a rather disturbing assignment. Instead of reading someone else’s future in our crystal ball, we were to read our own. I did not like that. The future scared me. I’d rather have it sneak up on me and let me handle it after it arrived than know stuff ahead of time and worry myself to death over things that were frightening. 
 
    Dr. Ralston leaned back against the edge of his desk. “What I’m asking ye to do is to look into the future of the world, to see yer small place in that. All of ye are empaths. Your empathic abilities should allow ye to sense what’s coming in the near future, both for ye and for the world at large. Don’t worry. Everyone blocks things they can’t handle and that goes for empaths, too. You’re not going to see anything that will traumatize you.” 
 
    Hmmm. I don’t know about that. Based on past experience, I can easily be traumatized. PTSD makes a person especially vulnerable. 
 
    All around me, students started extricating their crystal balls from their velvet boxes. I waited as long as I could, then did the same. 
 
    After most of the class had started the assignment, I placed my hands on either side of the glass orb. It felt cool to the touch, probably from having just been outside in the cold Scotland weather. Humming to life, the orb in front of me joined the chorus of all the other humming orbs in the room. The sound had a hypnotic effect, lulling me into the assignment at hand. Illumination filled the globe, followed by fog. 
 
    I gazed into the fog. Gradually, it coalesced into separate clouds within a blue sky. Shapes of birds winged their way across the heavens within the glass dome. It didn’t exactly take a rocket scientist to predict a future with blue skies, clouds and birds. I mean, it happens. All of it. Every single day except for rainy days on which the sky is gray. But no doubt a blue sky with clouds and birds will happen many times in the future. Plus it’s possible the birds were from the memory of my discussion with Lennox. 
 
    Bored to tears, I stared at the scene for a good ten or fifteen minutes. Nothing changed. 
 
    Suddenly, ocean waves appeared at the bottom of the globe while a sun appeared at the top. The sun plummeted from zenith to horizon, painting the sky with brilliant hues of red, pink, orange and yellow. Once the sun kissed the waves and became extinguished by them, the sky turned pitch-black, lit only by a full moon and an uncountable number of stars. And, then, flying saucers that looked exactly like the ones Lennox had described when reading my future flew out at tremendous speed from the clouds. Then the orb went dark, turning itself off, refusing to communicate with me. My conclusion about what I’d observed: Empaths are extremely suggestible. Lennox sees something in my future, so I then bring about the same vision when trying to read my own future. Also, I was tired from the extremely vigorous weekend, so maybe my brain was just too exhausted to come up with anything original. Whatever. I was relieved that at least I’d blocked out anything frightening that also seemed plausible. I could live with that. 
 
    At the end of class, Dr. Ralston gave us an assignment for next time: Write up a one-page report about what we saw, what we think it means and how likely we think it is to come true. Well, that’ll be easy. The conclusions I came to would hardly take up a whole page, however. I decided that in explaining how I was most likely influenced by what Lennox saw, I’d add information about the aliens-from-outer-space stuff in Roswell and how Lennox was probably picking that up from my past. Piece of cake. I could write an entire book on the outer space alien obsession in Roswell. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    The next morning, Li and I went to breakfast together. Now that I’d caught up on the serious amount of sleep I’d needed from all the swimming I did with the kelpies, in order to heal all my normally underused muscles, I was starving. It was like my brain was finally rested enough to register a significant deficit of calories. So, for the first meal of the day, I had the full Scottish breakfast: fried egg, sausage, bacon, haggis, baked beans, black pudding, a tattie scone, mushrooms and roasted tomato. Afterward, I grabbed a cup of coffee. By the time I left the cafeteria with Li, I was feeling pretty darn good. I’d had enough sleep, enough to eat, plenty of exercise and, to make things even better, I was all caught up on homework. 
 
    As we walked down the hallway with the black-and-white checkerboard floor, Li grabbed my arm. “Hey, Shade, I think we should talk to Dr. Renwick about Cormag’s suggestion to contact the Fin Folk. I feel this is important. It could make a huge difference in the kelpies’ lives, possibly free them from what sure looks like imprisonment; but I don’t think we should intrude before we know what we’re getting ourselves into.” 
 
    Talking to Dr. Renwick seemed like the best place to start. “That sounds good. Can you make an appointment with him?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll do that on my way to class.” 
 
    In both my classes that day, Interviewing Reluctant Subjects and Journalism for the Magical World II, we learned more about how to put people who were so different from us they might not trust us at ease. One of the suggestions made in the first class was to ask our interview questions while participating in an activity chosen by the person we wanted to interview, preferably an activity they enjoy. I don’t know how much Cormag and Dylan enjoyed going to the underwater spots they showed us, but at least we’d joined them in swimming through their world. That had to count for something. I decided I’d ask them for interviews for my class project. I felt sure they trusted us. Cormag, after all, had asked us to contact the Fin Folk in order to begin toppling the order in the underwater world of the lochs. It’s possible he’d love to give an interview—in order to get his grievances off his chest, if nothing else. 
 
    Classes ended that day before lunch. By then, I’d already worked up an appetite. Apparently, swimming through the lochs burned a lot of calories. Either that or the threat of war within the magical community was telling me to stock up on calories now before things got life-threateningly harsh. 
 
    I chose something called Cullen skink pie. The name made me think of Edward Cullen from the Twilight series. Perhaps something he’d make for Bella? HaHa. Anyway, it looked good with its golden puff pastry, so I decided to give it a try. It turned out that smoked haddock, potatoes and leeks in a creamy sauce were the ingredients underneath the pastry. *[See footnote #13 at end of book.] Still hungry afterward, I had a few shortbread biscuits with coffee. 
 
    Back in my room by 1:30 with an entire afternoon to myself, I buckled down to get further ahead in class assignments. First, I caught up with the required reading for the entire week. Then I started working on the article due by the end of the semester for my Journalism for the Magical World II class: write an intensive article on a magical realm different than our own. I had decided I’d write the article on the kelpies, hoping I’d meet them. Well, now I’d met them and I’d been to their realm. I didn’t plan on using Dylan or Cormag’s real names, so I used substitute names and mentioned I was doing that in order to protect their identities. I described how I swam with them through their underwater world, protected from both drowning and the frigid cold water of the lochs through the combination of a Merrow red cap given to me by a selkie friend and spells cast by a half-faerie friend. At Ocean View, no one blinked an eye at having friends like that. And it was perfectly normal to receive magical things from them, same as using an inner tube a friend gave you to float down a river in the human world. I described the caves and the creatures we saw, including the large shadowy one that never fully showed itself. 
 
    I decided to describe what I’d seen of the Fin Folk settlement and then do one of two things before the end of the semester: 1.) Expand on this section if it became safe to reveal specific information about the settlement or 2.) Delete this entire section if that needed to be done to protect the Fin Folk’s privacy. I figured I’d know by the time the paper was due which way things went with the Fin Folk. Right now, I knew nearly nothing about them. The last thing I wanted to do was reveal information about these reclusive creatures and have humans knocking on their glass walls, trying to take selfie pictures at their unique location. 
 
    As I stared off into space, trying to decide what to write next, my cell phone started playing Japanese Lo-fi music. It was Annie! That was the music I’d selected for Annie’s calls after she’d left for her semester abroad! Fumbling for my phone, I nearly dropped it, I was so excited to hear from her. “Annie! Hi! How are you? How’s Japan? What time is it there?” 
 
    Annie laughed. “That’s a lot of questions. It’s so good to hear your voice, Shade! Well, in a nutshell: I’m fine. Japan’s fine. And it’s midnight here. Also, how are you and how’s Scotland?” 
 
    I clicked Save on the document I was writing for class. “I’m fine. Scotland’s great. I have so much to tell you. But first I want to hear about Japan. Are you doing the same things Kai did?” 
 
    “Yes, I am. I love it. Everything’s the same as when Kai came here. We’re staying in a Buddhist monastery which is just as awesome as Kai described. We’re learning meditation which has helped me a lot. I wish I’d tried that sooner, back in the States. For our contribution to the country, we’re helping people still affected by the meltdown that took place at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. Same as Kai did, we’re working at the Seirinji Temple in the Fukushima town of Matsukawa. The monks there help victims of the disaster restore their lives, so we’re learning from them. I’ve been mostly working with children who have cancer that could quite possibly have come from the nuclear meltdown that happened in their city. They’re so sweet and so brave, it’s actually made me more courageous just from being around them. I swear they’re helping me more than I’m helping them. Oh…You want to hear something weird?” 
 
    “Sure.” Weird is my middle name. 
 
    “There’s a Geiger counter hanging from the roof of the Seirinji Buddhist temple. It’s collecting real-time radiation readings and sending them off to a place called Safecast that was created after the nuclear meltdown at Fukushima…” 
 
    I interrupted. “Is it safe there, Annie?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I mean, I think so. Tourists are traveling here and people are back in their homes. I’m not going to worry about it. I’m sure Ocean View investigated the situation before sending us here. I actually feel safer with that Geiger counter hanging from the roof of the temple. Every time I see it, it makes me feel secure because I figure if there was a spike in radiation, we’d be evacuated. Until then, I’m going to assume everything’s fine. Oh, my goodness, I have to tell you about the craziest thing. Last weekend, a Japanese friend of one of the foreign exchange students took us to a bar run by monks. She lives in Kyoto, about an hour away from us, and she wanted to show us one of her hometown sights.” 
 
    “Whaaaat? Seriously? A bar run by monks?” 
 
    “Yup. You get to talk to the monks about Buddhism and world events over food and drinks. I spoke with a monk about Buddhism and the Fukushima nuclear disaster while munching on cheese and dried fruit and drinking Japanese whiskey—which was pretty good, by the way. The experience was totally different than anything I’d ever experienced before. It ended up helping a lot, both in my personal life and my internship helping people affected by the disaster. It helped me find a little more peace after all the horrible things that happened to me when I was kidnapped. Soooo, what have you been up to?” 
 
    “Well…I envy your involvement in real-world events.” I paused, trying to gather my thoughts. “I’m scared, Annie, of what Li and I have gotten ourselves involved in. The situation with the kelpies is serious. We got to swim in a loch here with two kelpies we were introduced to. One of them is quite rebellious. He seems like trouble, but I don’t know. Maybe he’s right to do what he wants to do. He thinks a specific group of faeries, the asrai or ashrays, are holding the kelpies captive in the lochs and pools of Scotland. He wants Li and me to get involved by asking another, rather reclusive group of faeries, the Fin Folk, to go to war against the asrai. I’m familiar with the War Between Land and Sea. If this is another of those types of conflicts, one that simply pits one kind of group against another, I don’t want to be involved. On the other hand, if the kelpies really are being held captive by the asrai, they probably should go to war. However, Li and I are students as well as people from another country only temporarily working on a student research project in Scotland. I’m not sure it’s our place to get involved in a situation that could lead to war.” 
 
    Annie sighed. “Wow. Too bad you can’t come here for a while to talk to the monks. It might help you make a decision.” 
 
    “Yeah.” What I would have given at that moment to be transported to a bar where I could talk over the kelpie situation with a monk while drinking Japanese whiskey. It seemed vastly better than swimming in a cold, dark loch to find answers. 
 
    Annie suggested I try meditation. “I’m sure you could find videos on the Internet to see how it’s done.” We moved onto other subjects then, talking about homework assignments and how we’d definitely get together once we got back to the States. 
 
    A few minutes after my call with Annie, I got a text message from Li: dr. renwick can meet with us at 7:30 2night in his classroom. does that work 4 u? 
 
    I felt awfully tired, but knew the sooner we did this, the better. I replied: sure. want 2 get dinner at 6:30, then head over? 
 
    Li answered: sounds good. meet me at the cafeteria at 6:30, OK? 
 
    I typed: ’K. 
 
    Turning on my laptop, I opened to the report I’d been working on. I looked up information about the Fin Folk on the Internet in order to add background information. There was hardly anything at all. I paused to daydream for a few minutes about how I could maybe write a book on the Fin Folk someday. Journalists often write books because they do research for a living and sometimes want to expand on non-fiction subjects they’re interested in. I figured there wasn’t any reason I couldn’t do that someday. I’d soon be graduating with a minor in Journalism, which would provide a good part of the training I’d need. 
 
    Thoughts of graduation made me nervous. I was glad when it finally came time to head downstairs to the cafeteria. 
 
    Li and I chose comfort food for dinner: shepherd’s pie plus some pork and black pudding sausage rolls. With our lizard brains still craving fat and sugar in the face of danger, we had stacks of shortbread biscuits along with coffee. 
 
    Having been inside in my warm cozy bedroom all afternoon, I found the biting cold air as we stepped outside especially jarring. Pulling my scarf up higher, I plastered it against my mouth. “Brrrrrrrr…” 
 
    Li pulled gloves out of her pocket and put them on. “Yeah. It’s bitter tonight. Let’s hurry.” 
 
    We walked at a near run over to Dr. Renwick’s hut. When he opened the door, warm air floated out like a bit of heaven. Stepping inside, we were warmed by both the comfortable temperature and the sight of fire crackling in the fireplace. 
 
    Dr. Renwick headed off to the kitchen area. “Hot cider, anyone?” 
 
    Li and I said, “That would be great!” at the exact same time, then laughed. 
 
    Dr. Renwick smiled. “OK, then. Hot cider it is!” 
 
    While Dr. Renwick stirred his magic brew in the old battered metal pot, Li and I made a beeline for the fireplace. Taking off our gloves, facing the palms of our hands toward the dancing flames, we eventually warmed enough to take off the rest of our winter paraphernalia: hats, scarves and jackets. 
 
    As I was draping my jacket over the back of a chair, Dr. Renwick came into the classroom area carrying two piping hot cups of cider. “Here ye go, lasses: somethin’ ta warm yer insides. It’s a cold one out there tonight.” 
 
    Walking away from the fire, I felt the truth of that statement. A chill caused me to shiver, which was kind of embarrassing. I felt like a dog shaking water from its fur. Sitting down at the table where Dr. Renwick had placed the brown ceramic mugs, I claimed one of them by wrapping my hands around it for warmth. Blowing away the steam rising from it, I took a sip as soon as it seemed cool enough to drink. Ahhhh, that hit the spot! “Thanks, Dr. Renwick. Your cider is doing the trick.” 
 
    Pouring extra whiskey into his own mug, he looked up. “Aye. Glad to hear that. A great remedy for dealing with our harsh winters.” Walking over to our table, mug in hand, he sat down. “So, what did ye want to talk to me about?” He looked at us with concern, the wrinkles on his face seeming more pronounced. I couldn’t decide if he looked more tired than usual or if the harsh winter climate was taking a toll on his skin. 
 
    Li and I glanced at each other, trying to decide who should talk first. Finally, Li said, “Why don’t you explain, Shade? The original idea for using technology to communicate with the kelpies was yours.” 
 
    I took another sip of cider. It was delicious. Liquid comfort in a ceramic cup. “OK.” 
 
    I looked at Dr. Renwick. The expression of concern hadn’t passed from his face. I wondered if he was an empath. He seemed completely tuned into the fact that we had something important and worrisome to discuss with him. 
 
    One more sip of cider, then I launched into the discussion we needed to have in order to get advice from the professor. “We’ve been swimming with a couple of kelpies.” 
 
    Setting his cup down on the table and folding his arms, Dr. Renwick leaned forward. “Ye have?” Concern crossed his face once more like a cold winter shadow. “Oh my! Did ye have any problems wi’ them?” 
 
    I took another sip of cider. It felt wonderfully delicious, warming my throat and chest as it went down. “No. No problems with them.” I glanced at Li who shrugged her shoulders and nodded at the same time. Clearly a mixed message, if ever I saw one. I’m not sure what Dr. Renwick made of it. “We were introduced to them by someone who lives in Scotland. Did we tell you there’s a selkie who transferred to our college in the United States from Trinity College in Dublin, Ireland? Her family originally came from Scotland.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick stroked his bushy gray beard. “Nae. Ye didnae.” 
 
    “Well, she’s the president of our newspaper club. When she heard about the research I wanted to do on the kelpies, she was all in favor of publishing any articles I write about it. She gave me the name of a selkie friend of hers here in Scotland, someone with whom she used to go swimming with the kelpies.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick took a sip of cider, then resumed stroking his beard. “Aye…” 
 
    I looked away for a second, gathering my thoughts. “Well, we got in touch with her selkie friend. She’s very nice. She made us dinner and let us stay overnight at her house, so we’d have an extra day to spend with the kelpies she introduced us to. They were very willing to show us around their underwater world of the lochs.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick removed his hand from his beard, absentmindedly placing it on his mug, as though searching for warmth and comfort. “How did ye deal with the cold water? Ye dinnae want to get hypothermia. People die from that.” 
 
    Pointing at herself, Li smiled. “Half-faerie here. I created bubbles of warmth for us.” 
 
    I laughed, breaking the nervous tension in the room. “Yes, she did. It was great. She also gave each of us a magical fireball so we could actually see things in the murky loch.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick let out a bellow of a laugh. “How fantastic! OK, forgive me for interrupting yer story.” 
 
    I felt a huge weight lift from my shoulders. “So, like any friends, the two kelpies are quite different from each other. One has a calm temperament. The other’s rebellious and angry…although not without reason, considering how confined the kelpies are.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick ran his hand through the wild gray curls on his head, flattening them for a moment before they sprang back to their original unruly chaos. “So, did they talk about why they’re confined, if another more powerful group is keeping them there against their will?” 
 
    Li volunteered the answer. “Yes, they did. Cormag, the more rebellious of the two, was quite adamant about it.” She glanced over at me, letting me know I should elaborate. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around the cooling ceramic mug in front of me. “Could I have some more cider?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick stood up slowly from the table, giving the impression he suffered from stiff joints. “Sure, sure. It’s good for whatever ails ye, aye?” 
 
    I smiled. “It really is.” While Dr. Renwick went off to the kitchen to ladle out more cider, I had a chance to think about exactly what I wanted to say. 
 
    As he placed the mug with its cloud of steam in front of me, Dr. Renwick returned to the issue at hand. “So, go on. Tell me about the kelpies. Who did…Cormag, was it?…tell you is holding the kelpies captive?” 
 
    I wrapped my hands once more around the mug that doubled as an excellent hand warmer. It warmed my soul as well, giving me courage. “Yes, his name is Cormag. He’s convinced that a group of faeries called the asrai or ashrays are responsible for confining his people. He wants our help starting a war with them.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick slammed his hands on the table. “He wants to go to war wi’ the asrai and get the humans involved? Oh, nae. Nae. That’s not a good idea.” Fear glistened in his eyes. 
 
    I continued sharing the information I had. “Well, he doesn’t want us to actually participate in the war. He wants us to enlist the help of the Fin Folk.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick relaxed. “Aye. The Fin Folk. We know very little about them. Having enclosed their world in glass, they live a reclusive life throughout the winter at the bottom of the sea. Their ancestral winter home is a place called Finfolkaheem. In summer, they’re said to come up from the sea to inhabit a magical island, or perhaps a group of magical islands, referred to as Hildaland. The Fin Folk are also known as Sea Gardeners. They say their world is beautiful and lush, filled wi’ greenery and flowers. I’ve aye had the impression they’re a peace-loving group lost on a planet filled wi’ predators and prey. But, mind you, and this is extremely important if you’re planning to pay them a visit, their reputation is much like that of the kelpies. They’re believed to be dangerous and predatory, kidnapping humans and keeping them as mates. I honestly cannae be sure which version about them is true.” 
 
    Adrenalin flooded my body, putting every nerve on high alert and causing my hands to tremble. It was frightening to realize that if the Fin Folk were dangerous, we could be trapped underwater trying to defend ourselves against them. However, if it turned out they were as peace-loving as Cormag had described, it’s possible the Fin Folk were as much a victim of imprisonment as the kelpies, and as much in need of our help. 
 
    I felt scared to admit we’d seen their settlement. It felt like opening Pandora’s box. If the Fin Folk were dangerous, we’d be placing ourselves at risk by putting our world in contact with them. If they were peace-loving, we’d be putting them at risk. Telling people about the location of the Fin Folk’s settlement in Loch Lochy could mean tearing the glass roof off their beautiful reclusive world and letting invaders in. I thought back to the original purpose of the clubhouse where Apple now lived. It had once been a place where humans canned merpeople for human consumption. What might the Fin Folk have that humans would want? I shuddered to think. 
 
    Looking into Dr. Renwick’s kind and concerned eyes, I continued. I felt caught between a rock and a hard place trying to save the kelpies while also caring what happened to the Fin Folk. I trusted Dr. Renwick would use discretion, safeguarding whatever I told him. We came to him for help, after all, as we felt he knew a lot more than we did and could offer sage advice. “The two kelpies, Cormag and Dylan, took us to see a settlement the Fin Folk have at the bottom of a loch.” 
 
    A vein bulged on Dr. Renwick’s forehead. His eyes became animated with interest. “Ye met the Fin Folk?” 
 
    “No. No, we didn’t meet them. We just saw one of their settlements as we swam above it. It looked beautiful. Exactly as you described, completely enclosed in glass. The only thing we could see through the glass were trees and flowers. The thick forest worked like a curtain, blocking everything else from our view. We never even got a glimpse of the Fin Folk.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick stroked his beard. “Ahhhh…” 
 
    I blurted out the biggest concern Li and I had at that moment. “So, Cormag wants us to knock on the entrance to the Fin Folk’s settlement and ask for their help fighting the asrai.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick placed his head in his hands for a moment, covering his eyes as though trying to block out the world. Finally, he looked up. “I have an idea, hopefully a good one. I see little harm in meeting the Fin Folk. They’re probably angry rather than inherently dangerous, which is exactly what I think is going on wi’ the kelpies…and wi’ a lot of humans, for that matter. So, why no’ meet the Fin Folk, open up communication wi’ them? If ye do this, I’d like to go wi’ ye. This may be even more monumental than the first time humans set foot on the moon. I mean, we didn’t expose any aliens to the human race by doing that. We just landed on an uninhabited rock orbiting our planet and stuck a flag in its soil. This time, we’ll be exposing reclusive, possibly vulnerable creatures to both humans and kelpies. I’d like to go along for that. I’d like to meet the Fin Folk and try to protect them while ye ask for their help freeing the kelpies.” 
 
    Li said, “It would be great to have you along. You know a lot more than we do about the magical beings in Scotland and we’d like your advice.” Li glanced over at me. “We’ll talk to Eilis, the selkie who introduced us to Dylan and Cormag, and see what we can arrange.” 
 
    I nodded. “Absolutely. Thank you. I’m worried about this. It will be good to have you along.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick got up from the table. He walked over to the desk in front of the classroom. Unlocking a drawer, he pulled something out. Returning to our table, he handed it to me. It was a large key, old and battered. Where it had once been silver, it was now tarnished, gray with no sign of its former luster. “Here. This is the key to one of the esoteric libraries on campus. We have a special section devoted to the Fin Folk. Although by section, I mean only two shelves. Like I said, we know very little about them. But there are some wonderful books with beautiful sketches and paintings, from artists imagining what the Fin Folk and their world look like. They’re worth looking through. You’ll find that section on the top floor tucked away in a corner.” 
 
    I squeezed the key, as though trying to absorb its knowledge through the palm of my hand. “Thank you. I’d love to see that.” 
 
    Li said thank you as well, then asked something I hadn’t thought of. “Are students allowed in the library or do we need a permission slip or something?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick laughed. “Having the key in yer possession is all the permission ye need.” Grabbing a sheet of paper and a pen from the stuff scattered across his desk, Dr. Renwick did some hasty scribbling. “Here. A map to get ye to the library.” He handed that to Li. 
 
    She glanced at the sketch. “That seems easy enough. Thanks.” 
 
    As we stepped outside, strong winds buffeted against us. All the warmth we’d gained from the heated classroom, the fireplace and the hot spiked cider evaporated, leaving us chilled to the bone. 
 
    Clutching the paper in her gloved hands, trying to protect it from blowing away in the wind, Li read the directions out loud. 
 
    I knew that in addition to the castle building, there were a number of stone huts inside the old crumbling wall surrounding the grounds. I also knew the college owned the loch in front of it and all the land leading up to the loch. What I didn’t know, and Li didn’t either, is that the college owned property stretching far beyond those boundaries. As we made our way outside the latched gate in the section of wall behind the castle and through both open spaces and wooded areas beyond the gate, we saw a number of buildings with Ocean View Scotland placards on them along the path indicated on Dr. Renwick’s map. 
 
    Li pointed to a long stone building with a cement porch in front of it. “That’s the Ocean View Infirmary.” 
 
    I spoke loudly, in order to be heard over the wind. “That’s good to know. I probably should have looked that up earlier on the campus map.” 
 
    “Yeah. Same here.” Li stopped in front of a three-story stone building. It had a porch with a wooden swing suspended from the roof. “That’s called the Ocean View Scotland: Club Meeting House. Wow. I wish we were staying here long enough to join some clubs.” 
 
    “Me, too. And if we had the time, I’d like to try that swing. Well, I’d like to try it after one of your warming spells.” 
 
    Li laughed. “Yeah. Totally.” She moved on to the next building. “Oh, my goodness. This one’s the Ocean View Scotland: Photography Lab.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. Really? I totally want to join whatever class or group uses that.” I walked on, thinking about the buildings we’d never get to use because we were leaving too soon. “I just thought of something. The Ocean View Scotland: Club Meeting House…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You don’t think it’s anything like our clubhouse back on the United States campus, do you? I mean, a place where something horrible like processing and canning merpeople took place.” 
 
    Li studied the building. “I don’t know. Maybe. The main campus building here is a castle, and I’m guessing a lot of horrible things took place there. I mean, Macbeth was set in Scotland. Out, damned spot and all that. Scotland’s history includes lots of kings seizing power by murdering the previous king. There’s been a lot of barbarism throughout history. I don’t think any country escaped it, so there are bound to be historic buildings throughout the world where atrocities took place.” 
 
    “Hmmm…” As we continued walking past buildings as well as open stretches of land, Li continued consulting the map. Finally, she stopped in front of a large five-story stone building. “This is it.” 
 
    I studied the building, trying to bring all my skills as an empath to bear on gauging the dangerousness of stepping foot inside. I didn’t pick up anything. It appeared to be exactly what it claimed to be: a place for storing information written on paper made from dead trees. As far as I knew, dead trees didn’t even have ghosts. At that moment, something dawned on me. I’d had weird sensations about something in the lochs; but, since arriving in Scotland, I hadn’t actually heard any cries from ghosts. I wondered what that meant. Could I only hear ghosts…was I only a ghost whisperer…in certain countries, but not in others? I found that both comforting and alarming. It would be fantastic to be able to go totally on vacation from my life as a ghost whisperer, especially if that became my full-time job after graduation. On the other hand, what if I wanted to move to a country where I couldn’t hear ghosts—Scotland, for instance? Would I never be able to work as a ghost whisperer there? 
 
    Li looked at me with a concerned look on her face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. I was just thinking.” 
 
    Li laughed. “Now, why would you do that?” Folding the map, she stuffed it into her jacket pocket. “Well, are you ready to go check out the library?” 
 
    I pulled the key out of the pocket where I’d been keeping it safe. “Sure.” 
 
    When we reached the front door, we read the metal plaque on the wall next to it: 
 
    Ocean View College Scotland  
 
    Esoteric Library 1 
 
    I turned to Li, my eyes opened wide, adrenalin shooting through my body as if I’d been given caffeine by fire hose. New Starbucks drink: Caffeine by Fire Hose. No more disposable cups. Saves the environment. Obviously, my mind was using humor to mask whatever else I was feeling. “Esoteric Library 1. That must mean there’s more of them. I wonder what kinds of books are in each one.” 
 
    Li ran her gloved hand over the plaque. “Yeah. Also, I didn’t expect it to actually have the word Esoteric in its name…” 
 
    “I know, right? I thought Dr. Renwick was just describing it that way because it has books on unusual topics, including rarely seen magical creatures. But then, I guess Ocean View specializes in those kinds of things, so it makes sense they’d name buildings accordingly.” Nervous, I tried to shove the key into the lock. I ended up dropping it. It made a loud thud on the wooden porch, then bounced before lying down flat. The way I gasped, you’d think I dropped a glass key or something. I was obviously a little too keyed up, no pun intended, running on my caffeine-by-fire-hose adrenalin. I picked the key up, shoved it into the lock and turned. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    Li found a wall switch and turned on the lights. 
 
    We ventured further into the first floor, to explore. 
 
    There was a large wooden desk in the center of the room surrounded by rows of bookshelves. Everything looked old and worn. Whatever polish the desk might once have had, it was gone now. The paint itself was flat and in places, rubbed away or chipped. A desk plate sat at the front edge of the desk announcing: Librarian. 
 
    We looked around. There wasn’t much to see, mostly shelves filled with books so old, their spines were cracked and deteriorating. I pulled one from its resting place: Faeries of Scotland: Their Personal Stories. That sounded interesting. I slid it back into place. I was juggling so many projects and assignments, I didn’t have time to read anything extra. 
 
    We climbed from floor to floor, clicking on lights as we went, taking a look at each of the individual spaces. They were all identical, different from the first floor only that in place of the librarian’s desk, the middle of each of the other floors had a reading area containing upholstered chairs surrounding a coffee table. Like everything else, the furniture was old and worn. Stuffing leaked from a number of the chairs. They were in serious need of reupholstering. 
 
    When we reached the top floor, we searched the back corners for the shelves with books on the Fin Folk. Sure enough, only two shelves tucked into the right corner were devoted to these reclusive creatures. 
 
    Lugging a pile at a time, Li and I removed the books from their shelves and stacked them on the coffee table. We spent the rest of the night into the wee hours of the morning paging through the books, absorbing information on the Fin Folk. Like Dr. Renwick had said, most of the books were filled with sketches and paintings, but had very little written information. Much of the artwork was done by people claiming to have met the Fin Folk or claiming to be creating the images from descriptions provided by other people. It reminded me so much of the way outer space aliens were depicted in Roswell: from reports by people claiming to have seen them, with absolutely no evidence to support their claim. 
 
    But then, I’d actually seen the glass-enclosed dwelling at the bottom of the loch filled with the incredible forest of flowers and trees. Unless there was some eccentric human who was either raising the equivalent of a Christmas tree farm at the bottom of the loch or actually living there with enough oxygen to survive, it made sense it was the home of some kind of magical creature. I couldn’t think of another kind that lived that way, so it made sense the Fin Folk were real. 
 
    After paging through stacks of books filled with artwork of the outside of numerous glass-enclosed dwellings at the bottom of the sea and the Fin Folk as they supposedly look, I finally found a book with depictions of the inside of an enclosure. Buildings made of crystal and pearls glittered in the underwater glass-enclosed world. The Fin Folk were humanoid beings with fishlike features. Some had fish tails or the entire lower part of their body was that of a fish, like the merpeople. Most had humanoid bodies covered in fish scales that appeared at first glance to be beautiful flowing clothes draped over their bodies. The settlement was absolutely magical, a totally enchanted place. 
 
    Most of the books described the settlements as confined to one area of the globe: at the bottom of the sea near Orkney, a group of islands off the northern coast of Scotland. During summer, the Fin Folk come up from those settlements to spend time on their own vanishing Orkney island, Hildaland. The location isn’t that far from where the kelpies and Blue Men of the Minch are confined, less than a ten hour drive across the mainland. I showed Li a map of Scotland and pointed out the locations. “Look at this. This is considered the home of the Fin Folk. And here’s where the Blue Men of the Minch are confined.” I pointed to the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. “This is where the Blue Men of the Minch live. It’s completely separate from the area where the Fin Folk live. It’s as though whoever imprisoned these groups decided to keep them separate.” 
 
    Li studied the map. 
 
    I waited until she looked up to continue. “The question is: Why are the two groups separated? Is it by chance? I kind of doubt that. Could it be that one of the groups is peaceful while the other is warlike? Are they enemies who would likely kill each other if forced to share the same territory? Or is it possible that with their combined magical powers, they could free themselves from the clutches of whoever’s holding them captive?” 
 
    Li picked up the book with the depictions of the world behind the glass enclosure of the Fin Folk. Placing it on her lap, she leafed through the pages. “You know, the Fin Folk settlement Cormag showed us was at the bottom of Loch Lochy. If the Fin Folk are being held captive near the Orkney Islands, somehow this group escaped, managing to settle quite a distance from those islands.” 
 
    I took a closer look at the map. “You’re right. What do you think that means?” 
 
    Li looked away, as though searching the air for answers. The room became shrouded in silence. Finally, she said, “I think it means we have to knock at their door, don’t you? At least we’d be contacting a single community, rather than the entire nation of Fin Folk. If they’ve escaped imprisonment or persecution by another group, they might be willing to talk to us, especially if they think we can save their people back home. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “It does.” I stared off into space as Li had done, trying to process the information upon which we were making a huge decision. “I think we have to do this. Otherwise, we’re walking away from the main reason we came to Scotland: to look into freeing a magical group of beings if they’re being held captive by another. So, now it looks like two groups are being held captive. I don’t think in good conscience we can only help one of them.” 
 
    Li sighed. “Yeah. I agree. I guess we need to talk with Dylan and Cormag about this.” 
 
    I stood up, grabbing a pile of books to return to their proper place on the shelves. “I could contact Eilis and tell her what we’ve decided. I think that’s the best place to start.” 
 
    Li grabbed a second pile of books. “Yeah, I agree. That definitely seems like the best place to start. I trust Eilis. I don’t think she’d push us into something she felt would be totally over our heads.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Cormag, on the other hand, would probably throw us to the wolves without a second thought. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 21 
 
    Worried that I might be losing my edge as a ghost whisperer so close to graduation when I might want to use that skill professionally, I made an appointment with a student counselor. I was assigned to a graduate student named Liùsaidh who was working as an intern at the Ocean View Scotland Counseling Center. I assumed most of the counselors were empaths, although I wasn’t sure about that. 
 
    After scheduling the appointment, I mostly put it out of my mind. Every time I thought about it, I vacillated between relief that I was finally going to inquire about the reasons I’d stopped hearing the cries of ghosts in Scotland and sheer terror that I might have lost that ability forever, at least in certain places I might want to live someday. 
 
    An hour before the appointment, I nearly canceled, I was so anxious about it. My nerves were on edge, the primal part of my brain telling me I needed to run as far away as I could get from a life-endangering threat. 
 
    Despite all that, I showed up for the appointment on time. 
 
    The counseling center was one of the stone buildings located outside the gate behind the main campus. It was, in fact, located right next to the Ocean View Infirmary. Li and I had passed it on our way to the Esoteric Library, but I hadn’t actually noticed the plaque designating it the counseling center. 
 
    As I walked up the front steps, I tried to steady my nerves. You can do this, Shade. You can do this. 
 
    About half the seats in the waiting room were filled with students, a few looking as nervous as I felt. I wondered what kinds of demons they were wrestling with. I was all too familiar with my own. 
 
    As I approached the sign-in desk, a young man wearing tan slacks, a crisp white shirt and a blue tie answered the phone while simultaneously smiling at me and holding up his pointer finger, indicating I should wait. 
 
    Wanting to pull my hair out and scream, I waited. 
 
    A few seconds of eternity later, he hung up the phone and smiled at me once again. “Hi. How may I help ye?” 
 
    “I have an appointment. At 3:50. With Liùsaidh.” 
 
    He placed a clipboard with a pen attached on a long string on the counter in front of me. “Great. Just sign in here. Liùsaidh will be with ye in just a few minutes.” 
 
    Was it really great? We’d see about that. 
 
    I signed in, then chose a seat next to someone who looked calm. I didn’t need to sit in close proximity to anyone with fear in their eyes. Their fear plus my fear was bound to magnify the negative energy coursing through my veins. 
 
    Looking around the room, I felt self-conscious when curious eyes looked back. Wanting to avoid direct eye contact, I grabbed a magazine from the coffee table in the middle of the room. Ugh. I’d grabbed a fashion magazine. Just what I needed right then: skinny women with flawless photoshopped skin and gorgeous outfits shaking the last remaining shreds of my self-confidence. 
 
    “Galactic.” 
 
    I flipped the page from a red-headed woman wearing a black spandex leotard to a blond woman wearing silk shorts with a halter top revealing her tight thin stomach before I realized they were calling me. Galactic. I rarely heard that name all by itself without any mention of Shade, but I guess that was my first name on the sign-in form. I raised my hand. “Here. I’m here.” 
 
    I dropped the magazine on the coffee table, grabbed my backpack and hurried off to meet up with the person who’d called my name. 
 
    She was a petite young woman with dull brown hair and a worse fashion sense than me, which I found oddly comforting. Perhaps I’d come to the right place after all. Leading me down a long hallway to the last office, she opened the door and invited me to have a seat. “Liùsaidh will be with ye shortly.” She left then, leaving the door open. 
 
    Seconds later, a vivacious woman with thick brown hair bouncing along her shoulders and glistening as it picked up light entered the room. Closing the door behind her, she reached out a hand to shake mine. “Galactic Shade Griffin?” 
 
    “Yes. I go by the name of Shade, though. Except in the bylines of newspaper articles I write. Then I use my full name.” I don’t know why I felt compelled to add that last part. Well, actually I do know why. It was to boost my self-confidence by marching out one of my accomplishments in order to provide cover for all my insecurities and failures. 
 
    Liùsaidh was nice about it. “Which newspapers do ye write for?” 
 
    “Our college newspaper, back in the United States.” 
 
    Liùsaidh moved a pile of folders on the desk and leaned forward. “That’s a wonderful paper. I’ve probably read yer articles. What’s yer favorite one?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yer favorite article that you’ve written for the paper.” 
 
    I didn’t need to think about it. “Oh. Definitely the article I wrote at the end of my sophomore year about the Ocean View College building that used to be a canning factory…” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, I read that entire series of articles. Ye guys did a fantastic job of turning that building into a clubhouse and getting more equal rights for the merpeople. Congratulations on that.” She smiled, then got down to business. “So, what brings ye here today?” 
 
    I grabbed the chair armrests, as though steadying myself in rough seas. “I’m a ghost whisperer…” 
 
    “Aye?” Liùsaidh had kind eyes filled with concern. She had to be an empath. There was little doubt in my mind. I felt that I could trust her. 
 
    “I’ll be graduating at the end of this semester. I’m not sure what I’d like to do afterward. I’m thinking maybe work as a fortune teller or as a ghost whisperer working toward a career as a psychic helping solve crimes for the police. But…” 
 
    Liùsaidh leaned back in her chair, swiveling it from side to side a few times, waiting for me to continue. 
 
    I launched into my concerns. “I haven’t heard the cries of ghosts since I came to Scotland earlier this semester. I’m afraid I’ve either lost the ability to hear them or I can’t hear them in Scotland and may also not be able to hear them in other parts of the world.” 
 
    Liùsaidh didn’t seem overly concerned. “Have ye ever had periods before in which ye didn’t hear ghosts?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Well, I didn’t hear them much until I got older. I hardly ever heard them when I was a kid.” 
 
    Liùsaidh tapped her fingers on the arms of her chair. “Did ye ever hear them when ye were a child?” 
 
    I thought it over. There were instances. “Yes. Sometimes. Not often, though. Not often enough to think it meant anything other than just the weird kinds of experiences kids have.” 
 
    Liùsaidh’s face filled with concern. “What kinds of weird experiences?” 
 
    My face felt hot. I’m sure I blushed with embarrassment. I hoped I wasn’t pathologically abnormal in the things I’d experienced. “You know.” Oh my God, why did I say, “You know?” Maybe she won’t have the slightest idea what I’m talking about. “How kids sometimes can’t tell the difference between dreams and the real world after they first wake up, how nightmares seem all too real to kids.” 
 
    Liùsaidh seemed interested in hearing what I had to say. “Oh, of course. So, ye thought growing up that hearing ghosts was just one of those types of experiences?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That seems perfectly reasonable. When did ye realize that hearing ghosts was something real?” 
 
    “In high school.” Did I really want to delve into my relationship with Brandon and all the trauma of my junior year of high school? I suppose I had to if I was going to get help understanding whatever had happened to my ghost whispering abilities. “My mother and I moved into an old house that had a ghost in the attic. He turned to me for help resolving issues from his life so he could move on in the afterlife. After that, I heard ghosts on a regular basis.” 
 
    Liùsaidh continued talking with me in a calm manner. “That’s how it usually happens. In puberty, things get unlocked that are too much for children to handle. Ye have to mature before ye can take on the weight of the world…or in the case of ghost whisperers, the weight of the afterlife.” 
 
    That really clicked for me. “Or when solving murders, the weight of both. I’ve had to help solve murders for certain ghosts before they could move on.” 
 
    Liùsaidh gave me a look suggesting she understood what I was talking about. “Exactly.” 
 
    I pulled myself back from the past into the present moment. “So, what does it mean that after starting to hear ghosts on a regular basis in high school, I can’t seem to hear them at all right now?” 
 
    Liùsaidh swiveled her chair slightly. “Well, have ye undertaken anything that’s all-consuming and difficult lately?” 
 
    I laughed without meaning to. The question took me by surprise. “Yes. Definitely. I didn’t mean to laugh. It’s just that you hit the nail on the head, perfectly. I’m here at the Scotland campus due to a research grant to study…” I wasn’t sure I was free to disclose the exact nature of my research. “…something major.” I cleared my throat. “I’m not sure I’m allowed to discuss it yet; but to answer your question: yes, it’s all-consuming and very difficult.” 
 
    Liùsaidh leaned forward. “There’s yer answer then. Ghost whisperers aren’t supposed to be on call every single minute of every single day. That would literally kill ye from exhaustion. Ghosts sense who’s available to help them and who’s temporarily shut down that ability out of a need for self-preservation. You’ll have those periods from time to time in yer life. I had a ghost whisperer friend who didn’t hear a peep from ghosts from the time she got pregnant until her son turned three years old. Then, Boom! the ghosts were back. Taking care of ghosts while pregnant or while sleep-deprived from caring for her baby would have been too much for her. That’s probably the reason ye didn’t hear ghosts much during yer childhood. Ye needed the energy to grow and mature.” 
 
    I felt such tremendous relief, it washed over me in waves of emotion. “That’s fantastic news.” Then the worry set in. “How do you handle a career as a ghost whisperer, though, if you have long periods when you can’t hear them?” 
 
    Liùsaidh looked away for a moment, thinking. When she’d gathered her thoughts, she looked back at me. “I guess it’s similar to being an artist. A lot of artists talk about having creativity blocks. It might be wise to set up a career where ye can combine ghost whispering with something else, so ye can take breaks when ye need them.” 
 
    Again, she’d hit the nail on the head. “I was thinking of doing exactly that. I’ve been thinking about combining ghost whispering with journalism or fortune telling, or maybe doing all three.” 
 
    Liùsaidh smiled. “Well, there ye go. I think that’s very smart.” She looked over at the clock on her wall. “Our time’s up for today. Would ye like to schedule another appointment?” 
 
    I thought about it, but only for a second or two. “I think I’m good, actually. You’ve been extremely helpful. I’m only here in Scotland for a short time. I was just really worried I might be losing an ability I’d need after graduation. Thank you so much for your help.” 
 
    Liùsaidh stood up. “Anytime. If ye change yer mind, feel free to schedule another appointment with me. Good luck with everything. I think you’ll have a brilliant future. Ye have lots of possibilities, lots of areas where you’ve demonstrated talent.” 
 
    I blushed, but this time with happiness for the praise. “Thank you. Have a great day!” 
 
    I left the counseling center feeling better than I had in a long time. The future seemed, once again, filled with possibilities. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 22 
 
    I sent an email to Eilis and Dr. Renwick, letting them know that Li and I had discovered some fascinating information about the Fin Folk. I asked if they could schedule a meeting with us to discuss that and the situation with the asrai. They responded almost immediately, saying of course. Dr. Renwick invited us to meet in his classroom, which everyone agreed was perfect. We scheduled the meeting for the next night at 7:00 PM. 
 
    Li and I spoke privately and decided we wouldn’t report the skeletons we’d found in the sunken boat at the bottom of Loch Oich to the authorities until we’d resolved the situation with the kelpies, Fin Folk and asrai. There was no way we’d be able to swim freely in the loch if it was swarming with detectives doing an investigation. Plus, if the detectives discovered the Fin Folk dwelling in nearby Loch Lochy, that would put the entire settlement of Fin Folk at risk. Chances are the detectives wouldn’t know what the glass enclosure was all about and might see that it was removed, thinking human beings had set up some kind of foolhardy encampment at the bottom of the loch. Kind of like a tree house, but deep within a loch rather than high up in the air. 
 
    After I clicked off my cell phone, I brought my crystal orb out from its velvet box and set it on my desk. I stared at its cold unresponsive glass surface, wondering if its interior soul continued to produce visions when its surface went dormant. 
 
    I placed my hands on either side of the globe and studied its inscrutable surface, the way one might place their hands on the cheeks of a person and peer into their eyes to establish an intimate connection. The orb hummed to life, lighting up from within. 
 
    Fog floated into the interior of the globe. I waited for images to form, to make themselves known, to give me some hint of the future. Nothing much happened except the fog turned a murky brown color. The best I could interpret was that it might be an underwater image of Loch Oich or Loch Lochy without the clarified vision provided by the red caps. That hardly helped. 
 
    I waited patiently for more than an hour, turning to my textbooks to complete reading assignments to keep from total boredom. Nothing happened. Just brown murk. I had no idea what that meant. I hoped it didn’t mean the Fin Folk would be obliterated, their beautiful glass-enclosed settlement disappearing from the loch because we meddled in their secret existence. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 23 
 
    The following evening, Li and I walked over to Dr. Renwick’s place. The air was still and cold, a thin layer of snow frosting the ground. 
 
    As always, Dr. Renwick’s place provided welcome shelter from the harsh winter night, its crackling fireplace and the heavenly scent of apple cider permeating the space. 
 
    When Eilis arrived, Li introduced her to Dr. Renwick. He reached out a hand to shake hers, then told her to make herself comfortable. He offered us hot apple cider, which we all happily accepted. I started to wonder if he made it whenever he had people over, or just for us, or if he had a pot of it going at all times the way other people keep coffee machines at the ready. 
 
    After we’d all been served a hot mug of cider, we got down to work, discussing matters at the long wooden table Dr. Renwick used for our get-togethers. 
 
    Li and I shared the information we’d learned about the Fin Folk in the Esoteric Library 1. 
 
    Stroking his beard, Dr. Renwick looked at us with a serious expression, as though absorbing and mulling over every word we uttered. Eilis listened almost as attentively. 
 
    When we were done sharing everything we’d learned and scribbling hasty maps showing where the Fin Folk, the kelpies and the Blue Men of the Minch were confined, we pointed out that the Fin Folk settlement at the bottom of Loch Lochy was outside the normal boundary that kept most Fin Folk confined near the Orkney Islands. Then we made our suggestion that we visit the Fin Folk in Loch Lochy to find out how they settled there and if it’s the asrai that’s keeping all these magical groups separated. 
 
    When we finished, no one spoke. The only sounds in the room were the logs crackling in the fireplace, a few throat clearings and the drumming of Eilis’s fingertips on the table, along with the shuffle of papers as our maps were passed from person to person and studied intently. 
 
    Finally, Dr. Renwick spoke. “As I said to Shade and Li earlier, I see no harm in meeting the Fin Folk. We need to be careful, though. They’re obviously a reclusive group. We dinnae want to put them in danger by exposing them to humans or kelpies. Look what’s happened to Nessie. She’s extremely reclusive by nature, but besieged by curious people and entire tour groups. I think we’ve made her life awful. We dinnae want to do that to the Fin Folk. They seem artistic, which suggests a sensitive nature. Our interference could be disastrous for them.” 
 
    We all agreed to be careful. 
 
    Li brought up a delicate topic. “It was Cormag the kelpie who first suggested we visit the Fin Folk. Cormag…” She looked over at Eilis. “No offense to you or your friend, Eilis; but he…ummm…he comes across as angry and rebellious, possibly impulsive. He has understandable reasons for that. He’s angry that the kelpies have been as restricted as they are. But he’s decided the asrai are to blame. He wants to talk with the Fin Folk about going to war with them. I feel that…I feel very strongly that we should try to find out if the asrai are responsible or not before we instigate a war. I think we should visit the Fin Folk for the first time without the kelpies, to see what the Fin Folk think. If they feel the asrai aren’t the problem, that would be good to know.” 
 
    Eilis shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah, no problem. Cormag definitely has anger issues.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick picked up a map from the table and studied it. “So, we should make plans for our group here to visit the Fin Folk by ourselves. Any suggestions for how and when to do that?” 
 
    Li wrapped her hands around her mug. “We should set a date and time. When we’re in the cold loch water, I’ll be able to cast spells that will keep everyone warm and able to see through the murky water. And Eilis has red caps that will allow everyone to breathe underwater.” She turned to Eilis. “Will you have one for Dr. Renwick?” 
 
    Eilis nodded. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Although Dr. Renwick looked pleased, he also had lines of worry written all over his face. “That’s great. It’ll save us from having to bring along diving suits and tanks. So, when should we do this?” 
 
    Li tapped her fingers against her mug. “I say we do it as soon as possible, before Cormag pushes to organize something.” 
 
    Eilis nodded. “Good idea. How about the day after tomorrow? Can everybody do it then?” 
 
    We all agreed that would be fine. 
 
    Eilis said, “How about we meet at my place by 1:00 in the afternoon, day after tomorrow? Does that work?” 
 
    We all agreed to the time. 
 
    Dr. Renwick gathered up the maps. “Is it OK if I keep these? I want to read up on these specific locations. We’re about to do some really important anthropological work here, the kind we can publish in research articles and books. So little is known about the Fin Folk…” Dr. Renwick’s eyes took on a faraway look. “We have to be careful, though. We’ll need to walk a fine line between publishing anthropological data and protecting the privacy of the Fin Folk. Let’s just see how everything goes. We can always publish material through the college and keep it under lock and key in one of our esoteric libraries.” 
 
    Eilis looked puzzled. “Esoteric libraries? I work as an archaeologist, so I’m familiar with anthropological research. But I’ve never heard of those.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick answered her question. “Special libraries on our campus. They house information on magical beings that isn’t available to the general public.” 
 
    Eilis said, “Ahhh. I’d love to have a look sometime, if that’s allowed.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick’s response was noncommittal. “I might be able to arrange that. Let’s see how our meeting with the Fin Folk goes.” 
 
    Eilis said, “Sure. Of course.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick looked around the table. “I’d like to volunteer to drive. The less people we involve in this, the better, at least for now.” 
 
    We all agreed to that. I felt badly that Catrina couldn’t be involved, but we were trying to avoid unnecessary bloodshed between the asrai and the Fin Folk. The less people who knew about our visit to the Fin Folk, the better at this early stage. 
 
    The meeting over, Dr. Renwick stood up from the table. Bundling up in our outer wear, the rest of us stepped out into the frigid night. The snow-and-ice-covered grass crunched beneath our shoes. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 24 
 
    I had trouble sleeping the next couple of nights. Sleep was fitful, filled with wild dreams and images conjured up from the depths of fear and uncertainty over paying a visit to the Fin Folk. None of us had any idea what to expect and that sent my active imagination over the edge. 
 
    When the time finally arrived to head on out to Eilis’s house, Li and I waited outside the castle for Dr. Renwick. He pulled up in a rather battered old Jeep. 
 
    We hopped in. The accommodations weren’t nearly as comfortable as they were in Catrina’s Land Rover, but at least it was warm and toasty inside. A few minutes down the road, we were even able to take our jackets off. 
 
    Rather than music, Dr. Renwick was playing a talk about the Fin Folk. He stopped it every time Li or I spoke, so as not to miss anything. 
 
    Li asked what the recording was, exactly. 
 
    Dr. Renwick looked at her in the rearview mirror. “It’s a lecture given by a friend of mine, a professor of mythology. He disna believe the Fin Folk are real, but rather that the mythology surrounding them reveals something about the psychology of the Scottish people. A lot of the information he provides in this lecture is based on sightings of the Fin Folk that people have reported, so I’ve been listening to it closely for clues about the Fin Folk. Ye interested in hearing it?” 
 
    Li and I both said, “Sure.” So the rest of the way to Eilis’s house, we listened to the mythology professor’s theories on what beliefs about the Fin Folk might mean about the Scottish people. We interpreted everything, however, through a very different lens: our knowledge that the Fin Folk were much more than myth and legend. 
 
    When we arrived at Eilis’s place, Dr. Renwick drove up the long driveway and parked next to the house. 
 
    Shortly after Li knocked, Eilis answered the door. “Come in, come in. How was yer drive?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick answered. “Good. It’s a pleasant drive. Nice place ye have here, next to the River Spey.” 
 
    Eilis smiled. “Aye, I love it here.” She looked past Dr. Renwick to the rest of us, then back at the professor. “Would ye all like a cuppa before we head over to the loch?” 
 
    In Scotland, “cuppa” means a cup of tea. Whether we were more interested in fortifying ourselves against the cold of the outdoors and the even greater cold of the loch or whether we were just stalling for time before facing the Fin Folk, I couldn’t say, but we all immediately agreed to tea. 
 
    Eilis also served shortbread biscuits and something called Scottish fern cakes that she’d made the night before when she’d felt wired with nervous energy. Oh my word, those cakes were little oases of calming escape before we tackled our rather unnerving undertaking in Loch Lochy. Rather than “cake,” they’re actually small tarts filled with jam and something called frangipane, an almond cream, then topped with icing and a fern design made from chocolate. *[See footnote #14 at end of book.] Color me a fan. They were delicious. 
 
    After we’d warmed ourselves with tea and each of us had satisfied our sweet tooth, we threw on jackets and headed outside. Dr. Renwick offered to drive and Eilis accepted. We piled into the Jeep and headed out to meet the Fin Folk. As you know, I’m nervous a great deal of the time, but I don’t think I’ve ever been that nervous. We were about to knock on the door of the glass enclosure that housed a reclusive group of magical beings about which the world knew very little. Some reports said they were good and kind. Other reports portrayed them as a dangerous, violent lot. 
 
    When we arrived at Loch Lochy, Eilis directed Dr. Renwick to a secluded spot where he could park. I assumed it was close to the area of the Fin Folk settlement. Eilis handed out red caps. Li worked her magical spell to warm us enough to leave everything but our bathing suits in the vehicle and brave the frigid waters of the loch. 
 
    Exiting the car, we wandered down to the edge of the water. We stood around for a while looking at each other, as though we were a football team waiting for a pep talk from the coach. We kept looking to Dr. Renwick, I suppose because he’s a professor, but Eilis was the real expert. She was a selkie who’d spent quite a bit of time in the lochs of Scotland. 
 
    Eilis made the first move, wading into the loch. “We’d better get going. I say it’s now or never, gang.” As she shapeshifted into her seal form, the rest of us pulled the red caps over our faces and dove beneath the water. 
 
    Li worked the spell that increased our clarity of vision in the murky depths. Then she created a fireball for each of us to hold in our hand to further light our way. 
 
    After shifting into her seal form, Eilis headed off for the Fin Folk settlement. We followed. We must have swum for at least half an hour, so I guess we hadn’t parked right in front of the Fin Folk area after all. That made sense. I’m sure Eilis was doing everything she could to protect them. 
 
    A few large fish swam past us, studying us with their beady black eyes. It made me uncomfortable. I wondered if they were actually fish at all or if they were some kind of shapeshifters spying on us to determine what business we had swimming through their loch. 
 
    Finally, I saw the soft glow of light shining through glass panes. We continued swimming until we made it over there. 
 
    Dr. Renwick stared at the settlement, seemingly in awe, as if all his dreams were coming true. 
 
    Eilis said, “I guess we should look for a front door?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick shrugged his shoulders. “That makes sense.” 
 
    We could hear every word with crystal clarity. I assumed this was the result of another of Li’s spells. 
 
    Li and I had no idea about Fin Folk construction, so we followed Dr. Renwick and Eilis as they searched for the place where we should knock. 
 
    We circled the glass-paned edifice. Nothing looked remotely like a door. Exasperated, Eilis said, “I have no idea how to approach this thing. Do we just knock anywhere on its surface?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick shrugged. “I have nae idea.” 
 
    At that moment, a strong current moved through the water, buffeting against us as if we were in the ocean. It sent my heart racing. The Fin Folk had no doubt discovered us lurking around their secret spot and were about to annihilate us. 
 
    Two beings emerged from a vortex of muddy water swirling around them. Leaves and other debris flying from their long black hair, they moved closer. 
 
    Oh, God, no. It was Cormag and Dylan! 
 
    My brain went fuzzy as I hyperventilated. We hadn’t wanted them here. In my mind, Cormag had become synonymous with trouble. The math of Cormag’s temperament plus the unknown powers of the Fin Folk added up to the potential for disaster. 
 
    I concentrated on myself, calming my breathing, talking to myself about how we’d swum with Cormag before and nothing bad had happened. 
 
    Gliding through the water in her seal body, Eilis approached the kelpies. “Hey, guys, what’s happening?” 
 
    Throwing his head back, Cormag laughed. “You tell me, Eilis. What are ye all doing here? I thought we were going to visit the Fin Folk together.” 
 
    My chest tightened. The left side of my face tingled from nerves. I wondered if someone my age could have a stroke. 
 
    Eilis paddled the water with her flippers. “I could say the same to ye. Why are ye here without arranging it with us?” 
 
    Dylan moved in front of Cormag like a buffer. “Well, we’re all here now, aren’t we? Perhaps we communicated our plans by telepathy. What should we do now? Pay the Fin Folk a visit?” 
 
    Complete and utter silence. 
 
    Finally, Li piped up. “Why not? We’re all here. Let’s do it.” 
 
    Turning around, Eilis shot Li a rather intense look, but I have no idea what it meant. In the next moment, she seemed to agree with her. “Cormag, do you know where we knock? I don’t see a door.” 
 
    Whether Cormag knew the correct procedure or was just making it up, I don’t know. He suggested we knock on a windowpane toward the back of the structure. 
 
    Before we attempted it, Cormag pointed at shadowy forms off in the distance. “Asrai. Look. Those foul creatures are following us, determined to cage us in. We’re going to have to evade their prying eyes the best we can.” 
 
    Either he had better vision than I did or paranoia had consumed him. Those figures were far away from us and only barely discernible. They could have been selkies in seal form or kelpies or even humans in diving gear. I had no idea, but Cormag was convinced they were asrai. 
 
    One positive thing that came out of Cormag’s anger and suspicion was that he moved quickly to knock on a back windowpane of the Fin Folk dwelling. We might as well rip off the band-aid and face the music of whatever resided on the other side of that glass partition. 
 
    The lights that had been setting the glass structure aglow suddenly turned off, plunging the area into near perfect darkness. The illumination from our fireballs paled in comparison to the light that had just been extinguished. 
 
    We all waited. Even Cormag was silent and patient. 
 
    Someone sang from within, “Who goes there?” That short question sounded compelling and haunting, filling me with longing and thoughts that all would be perfect if I could just make it through to the other side of the glass. 
 
    Cormag laughed with derision. 
 
    Ignoring him, Dylan turned to us. “Be careful. Guard yer thoughts and feelings, especially yer feelings. The Fin Folk women are believed to lure humans into traps, much like the merpeople.” 
 
    I immediately snapped out of whatever I’d been experiencing. I’d made a serious mistake getting involved with one merman. Merrik. I wasn’t going to go through anything like that again. 
 
    Dylan sang back, imitating exactly the lilt and tone of the creature within. “We’re visitors interested in sharing a moment of time with ye. It’s cold out here. Please share the warmth of yer abode.” 
 
    For a moment, I thought I was in love with Dylan. You know how rock stars drive some girls crazy? I was never like that. But, this…The singing was like rock star magnetism on steroids. 
 
    The next thing I knew, I lost track of time. Or time stopped completely in its tracks. I don’t know. But we were on the other side of the glass wall, inside the enclosure, facing a muscular man with green hair, dark brooding eyes and fins draped around his body. Behind him stood an ethereally beautiful woman, blond hair falling to her waist, her eyes sparkling like gems. 
 
    The guy waved his hand in the air. The woman left, headed for a village with buildings made from coral and pearls. Turrets and towers rose from the tallest structure, sparkling with gems. Throughout the village, lush gardens and forests thrived. 
 
    The beauty of the place worked like a magnet, drawing me toward it. 
 
    The man with long green hair and fins ushered us off in the opposite direction, through a tunnel carved from rock below the silty floor of the loch. I had no idea how the entire settlement remained solid on top of such an unstable surface. I assumed it was magic, but perhaps the Fin Folk had engineering knowledge that humans didn’t. 
 
    I felt terrified going through a tunnel at the bottom of the loch. Compared to the stunningly beautiful village, it felt like a place for prisoners. I trusted Dylan’s judgment, however, and he was walking confidently beside the Fin man. 
 
    Eventually, the tunnel opened into a large cave—or a room, it was hard to say which. The walls and floor were made of the same rock as the tunnel. Otherwise, it had the features of a room: chairs, a table, a rug thrown across the middle of the floor. 
 
    The Fin man gestured toward the chairs. “Be seated.” I wasn’t sure if that was an invitation or an order. We all chose a chair and sat down. 
 
    Dylan opened the conversation. “My name is Dylan. We’re here to ask ye about an important and troubling situation.” 
 
    The Fin man replied. “Ye may call me Alastair. What business do ye have with me?” 
 
    Cormag took over before Dylan had a chance to answer. “Cormag here. It’s come to our attention that ye Fin Folk are normally confined to the bottom of the sea near the Orkney Islands. Yet somehow, ye and yer people have managed to settle here. How did ye manage that?” 
 
    Alastair stood up from where he’d been seated. “What business is that of yours?” His face looked like the sky before a storm, dark and brooding, forewarning that something dangerous was on the way. 
 
    Dylan took over. “What Cormag’s trying to say…Well, I should mention first that he and I are kelpies. Our people have been trapped within a limited part of Scotland, as ye may already know. We’re confined to the lochs and pools. The Blue Men of the Minch or storm kelpies are confined even further, to the stretch of water between the northern Outer Hebrides and mainland Scotland. We’ve started wondering about the forces that keep us from breaking through our boundaries to explore and settle in other parts of the world.” 
 
    Cormag wrestled the conversation back into his court. “It’s the asrai. I’m sure of it. They’re mean and vicious. They can’t go up to the surface during daylight or they turn into a puddle of rainbows. I’m assuming misery loves company and they’ve put a spell on both my people and yours to keep us confined.” 
 
    It was like a light went on in Alastair’s mind, revealing a connection that had been missing in his own analysis of the situation. He became animated and intense. 
 
    After that, I could no longer follow the situation. He and the kelpies entered into serious discussion using a language only they understood. Li, Eilis, Dr. Renwick and I were clueless, listening to the sounds we couldn’t understand, reading the facial expressions and body language of those who could. 
 
    At the end of it, Dylan turned to us with a solemn expression. “It’s done. The Fin Folk are going to war with the asrai.” He looked over at Cormag with fury in his eyes. 
 
    The next thing I knew, we were back outside the glass enclosure. 
 
    Cormag laughed, conveying a sense of victory. He slapped Dylan on the back. “We did it! We’re going to be free. We’ll be able to go anywhere we choose in the entire world.” He rubbed his hands together. “We have so much lost time to make up for.” 
 
    Dylan looked distraught. “I’m not sure things will turn out that way. But it’s done. You heard what Alastair said. There’s no undoing this.” 
 
    We hadn’t heard that part, but apparently Dylan and Cormag had. 
 
    Cormag simply replied, “Good.” 
 
    We swam as a group back to the spot where we’d entered the loch, then up to the surface, in quiet. 
 
    When we broke through into daylight, Dylan told us we should go home. He then told Eilis, “I’ll contact ye when it’s over. All of ye should stay away from Loch Oich and Loch Lochy. Also, if ye have any inclination to go near the Orkney Islands where most of the Fin Folk live, don’t. Ye don’t want to be caught in a battle between Fin Folk and asrai. Seriously, ye don’t.” He looked horribly upset. Cormag, on the other hand, looked like someone heading off to battle, overly confident that everything would go his way. 
 
    Eilis shapeshifted back into her human form. 
 
    Dr. Renwick summarized the day: “Well, that was interesting. However, bear in mind that it isnae everything of interest that’s good. I’m no’ sure this will end well.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 25 
 
    All night long, nightmares danced through my head. There were images of battle, blood and body parts everywhere. Screaming. Fires. Nothing was distinct. I couldn’t make out faces. I knew, though, that special people and places were being destroyed. I woke up covered in sweat. 
 
    Before rousing completely from sleep, I checked my phone. There was a group text from Isobel Freebairn to Li and me: hi, there. sorry it took me so long 2 get in touch with both of ye. this semester’s been crazy busy. how would ye like 2 get 2gether this afternoon and visit nessie, the loch ness “monster”? she’s actually a sweetie pie. 
 
    Li had already answered: that sounds great. shade? 
 
    That sounded like the perfect antidote to my obsessive thoughts worrying about Dylan and Cormag and whether or not the Fin Folk and asrai would destroy each other. The personal guilt I felt over them going to war was threatening to eat me alive. I wished over and over again that I’d never visited the Fin Folk and exposed them to Cormag’s bloodthirsty plans. What Alastair and Cormag had decided for their people wasn’t really my fault, but I couldn’t help thinking it was. I’d been part of the group that violated the secret nature of the beautiful, peaceful glass-enclosed sanctuary of the Fin Folk. 
 
    Maybe they wouldn’t go to war after all. I’d gone over the idea of intervening a thousand times, but there really wasn’t anything I could do. These were magical communities that didn’t need human intervention. It would require an inordinate amount of narcissism for a human being to think they should try to intervene, to control the situation. 
 
    So, taking my mind off everything by getting together with Isobel and Li and making my first trip to Loch Ness sounded like the perfect antidote to the anxiety raging through my body. 
 
    I answered: sounds good 2 me. what time? 
 
    When five minutes passed without an answer, I hopped into the shower. As I lathered with botanical body wash and shampoo, the horrors still lingering from my haunted dreams the night before released their tentacles and slithered down the drain. 
 
    After I’d gotten dressed and combed my hair, I checked my messages. 
 
    Isobel: how about an hour from now? 
 
    Li: works 4 me. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of my bed and replied: sounds good. 
 
    Isobel answered right away: i’ll pick ye up in front of the castle. ok? 
 
    Li and I both replied with a thumbs-up emoji. 
 
    Li asked if I’d like to grab an early lunch. I said yes. The day was looking up. Things were ordinary and filled with comfort, which was exactly what I needed. Shower. Eat. Take a drive to an ordinary loch, not one of the lochs where the Fin Folk lived. Become one of the many sightseers doing an exceptionally normal thing in Scotland on a Saturday afternoon: Visit Loch Ness and try to catch a glimpse of Nessie. 
 
    Scotch pie, which was basically lamb pot pie, was the main lunch selection. *[See footnote #15 at end of book.] Li and I both chose that. I added a side dish of “neeps” and tatties,” which are turnips and potatoes. For dessert, I grabbed a plate of caramel shortbreads and a cup of coffee. Talk about loading up on comfort food. 
 
    When we left the castle, we found Isobel already parked out front, waiting for us. 
 
    The day was sunny. White clouds floated across a bright blue sky. It felt like a day of renewal. 
 
    The drive to Loch Ness took about half an hour. We chatted the whole way, getting to know each other. Isobel was warm and friendly, the type of person who puts you immediately at ease. She didn’t seem much older than us. She had red hair, blue eyes and freckles, and a small silver ring in her right nostril. 
 
    Loch Ness was different than the other lochs I’d seen so far. The shores were filled with tourists in an area where there was an impressive stone castle. Boats were cruising across the water. No wonder Nessie was hard to find. She was probably hiding from all the commotion. 
 
    Isobel pointed out the window. “Look over there. That’s Urquhart Castle. It’s definitely worth a visit, but today I thought I’d take you to a more isolated part of the loch, so we’ll have a better chance of seeing Nessie.” 
 
    The castle was a ruin. It looked intriguing. I hoped I’d get to visit it sometime before leaving Scotland, although I have to admit I was actually a lot more interested in meeting Nessie. 
 
    Isobel parked the car in a quiet area. There didn’t seem to be any people around. The same for boats. The loch itself was completely still except for ripples chased across the surface by wind. 
 
    When we stepped out of the car, I discovered the location wasn’t completely cut off from the world. There was a green shack that looked identical to the boat house where Li and I had started our boating lessons for the Ocean View loch. It had a sign with the Ocean View logo on it. That was the only information available. It seemed private, not the kind of place the general public would pay attention to. There was a dock extending out over the water in front of it, a few rowboats tethered to the pilings. Nothing fancy. Nothing to attract sightseers. 
 
    “Follow me.” Leading the way over to the shack, Isobel opened the front door. 
 
    An old guy with weathered skin and keen hazel eyes put down the book he’d been reading. “Oh, hey, Isobel. How ye doin’ today?” 
 
    Isobel smiled. “Good. I brought some friends to see Nessie. How’s she doin’ today?” 
 
    “Good. She’s been up and about. I saw her earlier today. I think she was lookin’ fer company, but no one was around. Ye might get lucky today. She might grace ye wi’ her presence.” He laughed. 
 
    Isobel brightened. “That’s great news. Well, I guess we’d like to take a boat out then. These are two students from the United States studying here in Scotland this semester, Shade and Li.” Turning to us, she said, “And this is Doc Ballantyne, retired Ocean View English professor.” 
 
    He winked. “Aye. That’s me, lasses. Got lots o’ time on my hands now, time enough to read and watch out for Nessie, make sure she’s OK and no one messes wi’ her. She’s been wi’ us for a very long time. She’s a shy and reclusive creature.” 
 
    I got the impression he’d found his soul mate, that he was also shy and reclusive. Time spent in an isolated shack seemed to agree with him. 
 
    Doc Ballantyne told us we could take out whichever boat we liked. 
 
    Isobel thanked him. Li and I said it was nice to meet him. Then we headed down to the dock. 
 
    Isobel stood in front of a rowboat painted blue. “How about this one?” 
 
    Li and I shrugged. “Sure.” It looked as good as any. 
 
    Isobel asked Li to sit in front and me to sit in back. Taking the middle seat, she rowed us out to the middle of the loch, then stowed the oars. “Now, we wait. It can take a while.” 
 
    We hung out in the boat for over an hour. It felt confining. At first, it was fun taking in the incredible scenery and thinking we’d actually see Nessie. As time passed, it became boring, just sitting in a rowboat with nothing to do. It was also painfully cold. 
 
    Li placed a warming spell on us, which alleviated the cold. The boredom continued, however. My butt and back started to ache from sitting in one spot on a wooden seat for so long. 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, Isobel pulled out a baggie filled with thin green squares. “We could try this. It’s worked before. Sometimes Nessie comes up for these, sometimes not.” 
 
    Li asked, “What is it?” 
 
    Opening the baggie, Isobel reached in and handed each of us a green square that felt like a cracker. “They’re seaweed snacks. The first time I gave these to Nessie, she couldn’t get enough of them.” She threw one overboard. “Let’s see what she does today.” 
 
    We waited another twenty minutes. Nothing happened. At one point, a large fish leapt from the water, then back down into the depths. I’d gotten excited at first, thinking it was Nessie. 
 
    Then the boat started to rock. Just a little, but it was unnerving. Isobel swiveled around. “Nessie! How are ye? Oh, and please stop rocking our boat.” 
 
    My heart stopped, I swear, as I turned around to take a look. It was indeed Nessie the Loch Ness Monster as I’d seen her in books and online articles, except in much greater detail than all the fuzzy photos people had taken of her. 
 
    She had enormous dark eyes that reflected the world around her, a long slender head and neck, and the length of her back which was visible above the surface of the water showed her to be as large as I’d imagined. She reminded me, same as all her pictures had, of a dinosaur. 
 
    They say the eyes are the windows to one’s soul. It’s how we read each other, how we determine the kind of mood someone’s in, whether they seem dangerous or safe. Nessie’s eyes precluded that. I could tell nothing about the inner workings of her mind. She could have been a gentle soul, a “sweetie pie” as Isobel had described her, or a true monster of Loch Ness, about to rip my head off. I tried to remain calm. Li was half-faerie. If things went badly, hopefully she’d have magic powerful enough to take Nessie down. 
 
    Isobel turned to Li. “Li, can ye steady our boat with magic, so we can stand up and go over to Nessie?” 
 
    Li didn’t answer. She was staring at Nessie, stunned or mesmerized by the huge creature looming over our boat. 
 
    Isobel poked her. “Li…” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” Li never took her eyes off Nessie. 
 
    Isobel sighed with frustration. “Li…” 
 
    “Uh-huh…” Slowly, Li turned toward Isobel. 
 
    “Can you steady our boat with a magical spell, so we can stand up and walk around and get closer to Nessie?” 
 
    Li lost the faraway look in her eyes. “Oh, sure.” 
 
    Waving her hands in the air, reminding me of the lovely fluid motions the benders use in Avatar: The Last Airbender to control the elements, Li mouthed words I couldn’t hear. I thought maybe she was making sure they couldn’t be repeated by Nessie. Who knew what powers this enormous creature might have? 
 
    Placing her hands back down on the wooden plank where she was seated, Li said, “Done. The boat should be steady now.” 
 
    Isobel smiled. “Thanks.” She stood up, then walked slowly over to Nessie, apparently testing the boat’s ability to stay upright. Standing on the edge of Li’s seat, she placed her arms around Nessie’s neck, hugging her. “Hi there, lass. How are ye? I’ve brought some friends with me today.” Then she introduced us by name. 
 
    My brain was screaming. I couldn’t read Nessie. I couldn’t tell anything about her, only that her eyes were like cold glass mirrors, reflecting back the things around us, things of which I was already aware. 
 
    Nessie nudged Isobel’s arm with her snout, the same way a dog does when they want your attention. 
 
    Isobel said, “Ahhh. Ye want more seaweed? Here…” Pulling the baggie out of her pocket once again, Isobel removed a few of the thin green sheets. She held them out in front of her. 
 
    Bending her long neck like a snake, Nessie gently took the seaweed crackers with her lips. Moving them into her mouth with her tongue, she crunched them down in seconds. Isobel gave her two more helpings. 
 
    After she’d had enough to eat, Nessie studied each of us, one after the other, with prolonged intensity. When it came my turn, I found myself reflected in the dark mirrored surface of her inscrutable eyes. 
 
    And then, Alice down the rabbit hole, I got sucked into Nessie’s mind. I was right that her eyes weren’t windows to her soul. They were magnets, pulling me in against my will. 
 
    The things I saw were horrific. Brutal battles. Bodies lying bloody and dismembered. Buildings, part stone, part blackened ash, consumed by flames licking at their breached façade. 
 
    I became disoriented, drugged. For moments at a time, beads on the necklace of death, I was leaping from the windowsill, jumping to save my life. The hard cement sidewalk loomed imminent. I had only decided between death by fire and death by crushed skull. There was no escape. 
 
    And then suddenly, I was the onlooker, horrified by those jumping from the ledge. 
 
    Nessie threw her head backwards, then lunged for me, sinking her teeth deep into my shoulder, tearing viciously at my flesh. 
 
    And then… 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Isobel, Li and I were sitting in the boat. Nessie was crunching on crisp seaweed crackers. The loch was still except for the occasional cry of a bird or splash of a fish. 
 
    “What happened?” I ventured the question, hoping not to have been the only one affected by Nessie’s magnetic eyes. 
 
    Isobel reached out and patted Nessie’s ancient brontosaurus neck. “Not much. Just a lazy day in the loch.” 
 
    Li said, “Mm-hmm. I could stay like this forever.” 
 
    I wanted to weep. Nessie had apparently brought them inner peace while ravaging my soul. 
 
    At least I hadn’t acted out, caused others to take steps to protect me from my insanity. No one seemed to have noticed that I went through anything, that I had hallucinated, experienced what must have been a psychotic break. 
 
    Nessie looked at me with dark glassy eyes. Her focus bored straight through me, like she was trying to impress something upon me, something I had to do. 
 
    I was at a complete and utter loss. 
 
    What the hell did she want from me? 
 
    When we got back to campus, I rushed up to my room. I pulled my crystal ball out of its box to consult it, to see if it would give me any clue as to the images Nessie had seared into my brain. I felt scared they would rise to the forefront of my consciousness, haunting me until I did whatever Nessie wanted. 
 
    Whereas Nessie’s eyes were impenetrable reflective surfaces, the crystal ball was a window into…I want to say the future, but I’m not exactly sure that’s what I most often saw. Usually it seemed like nothing more than scraps of things that had already happened or, at best, things that were incredibly easy to predict. 
 
    Placing my hands on either side of the globe, I waited for the hum, the fog, whatever images might form. 
 
    I felt horrified. The crystal ball replayed the images Nessie had shown me. It was true: I only seemed capable of pulling up images of the past, hardly a remarkable skill. 
 
    A new image danced across my mind: me hurling the crystal orb across the room, smashing it against the fireplace. I shoved it back into its box before I acted on the impulse. 
 
    Crawling into bed, I slipped into an incredibly deep sleep. I was totally exhausted, both physically and mentally. 
 
    Throughout the night, I woke with nightmares that left me shaken. It felt like the world was burning down. And I was powerless to stop it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 26 
 
    The next day, I woke more tired than refreshed. I showered, but it felt more like going through the motions while sleepwalking. Trundling down to breakfast, I filled up on porridge, toast with honey on it and coffee. Nothing worked. Exhaustion had bonded with my bones like a demonic form of calcium. 
 
    While I was chugging down my last cup of coffee, my phone lit up, notifying me I had a text message from Li. It was succinct: meet me down by our school’s loch. 
 
    I hardly felt up to that. I was done with lochs for the moment. I needed a break. 
 
    I texted back: can it wait? 
 
    Li answered: no. 
 
    Damn. I had planned on giving myself a nice leisurely Sunday to recover. It wasn’t like Li to be demanding, though, so I figured I’d better check out whatever she wanted. Running up to my room, I grabbed layers: sweater, jacket, scarf, hat, gloves. I was at least going to be warm. 
 
    Stepping outside, I was immediately assaulted by icy air and brisk wind. I pulled my hood over my hat and grumbled as I made my way down to the loch. 
 
    Before I had even reached Li, I saw the problem. The loch was covered with trails of rainbow, like shredded ribbons. If I hadn’t known asrai die by turning into rainbow puddles upon exposure to sunlight, I would have assumed something bad had happened with gasoline causing it to spread across the lake. 
 
    When I reached the water’s edge, I took a closer look. None of the rainbow trails had that pearly look of gasoline. 
 
    Li’s face was blanched and tight. She pointed at the water. “Look. Someone killed the asrai.” 
 
    I looked out across the loch, saw the wind shredding the rainbows into tatters. To go from faerie to that seemed incomprehensible. “It could be something else, you know. Soap bubbles, maybe.” 
 
    Li considered it. “I have a bad feeling. Let’s contact Eilis, see if she knows anything.” 
 
    Clouds passed over the sun, darkening the water. “I didn’t know we had asrai living in our loch.” 
 
    Holding her phone to her ear, Li said, “Maybe they’re not from here. I don’t know…” 
 
    She stared out across the loch, waiting to talk to Eilis. Clicking her phone off, she shoved it in her pocket. “No answer. I’m not sure what to do.” 
 
    Before I had a chance to answer, Li’s phone played Scottish bagpipes. Fumbling to pull her phone from her pocket, she dropped it on the ground. She picked it up in a flash and pushed her thumb against it. “Hi.” Then she fell silent. At one point, she looked over at me, communicating horror at whatever she was hearing. 
 
    She turned her phone off. “We have to go to Eilis’s, immediately. She said to bring Dr. Renwick. She said he’ll want to hear what she has to say.” 
 
    I felt scared by the way Li was acting and the suddenness of everything. “Why? What’s happened?” 
 
    Li scrolled through something on her phone, then tapped it. “She wouldn’t say. Something about Dylan and Cormag and the kelpies. Something’s happ…” She turned away from me and started pacing. “Hi, Dr. Renwick. There’s been an emergency of some sort. Eilis called. Something’s happened to Dylan and Cormag and the kelpies. She wants us to come over to her place right away. Oh, and something’s happened to our loch. Can you meet us there?…Shade. I’m with Shade.” 
 
    Li clicked off her phone. She started pacing, flexing her gloved hands. Her anxiety was contagious. Mine started to skyrocket. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, we saw Dr. Renwick step through the castle gate and head out across the field in front of us. When he reached the loch, he was out of breath. A cloud of steam floated from his mouth as he spoke. “What’s happened?” 
 
    Li turned toward the loch. “Look.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick squinted. “What is that?” 
 
    Li shoved her hands in her pockets. “I assume it’s asrai that came up to the surface.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick walked down to the water, then walked along its edge. “We dinnae have asrai in our loch. Magical creatures arenae permitted to live here. But…These could be asrai who got lost. Maybe they were sick, became disoriented. That would account for so many coming up to the surface and exposing themselves to the sun. They usually know better…” He studied the loch a while longer. “We should probably head on over to Eilis’s. We can take my Jeep.” 
 
    When we reached the castle gate, we found his vehicle parked off to the side. We got in. During the drive, we listened to a podcast on fly-fishing. It bored me so much, it would normally have put me to sleep. Instead, it calmed me down just enough to keep my wits about me. 
 
    When we got to Eilis’s, I climbed down from the Jeep, feeling scared to death of what Eilis had to tell us. It sounded ominous, whatever it was. 
 
    Li knocked on the door. Nothing. Then we heard Eilis shout, “It’s open! Come in!” 
 
    Turning the knob, Li pushed the door open, then did the same for the inner door. Dr. Renwick and I followed her into the living room…where we found Eilis and Cormag. 
 
    Cormag looked horrible. He had gauze wrapped around the top of his head and forehead. His eyes were black-and-blue. He had gashes across his cheeks and chin, all encrusted with dried blood. His arms looked just as bad. 
 
    Dr. Renwick was the first to speak. “What happened?” 
 
    Eilis gave Cormag a murderous look. She refused to be the one to explain. 
 
    Cormag said, “Dylan is dead.” 
 
    We all froze, shell-shocked. I thought I knew how it happened, but my mind couldn’t wrap itself around that nightmare. Rainbow ribbons floating on water, Eilis demanding we come over immediately, Cormag bruised and bloody. 
 
    Cormag gritted his teeth and clenched his fists. Then he offered an explanation from his point of view. “The asrai. That’s what happened! They’re a blight upon the lochs.” 
 
    Eilis looked both angry and disgusted. “The asrai didn’t start it.” 
 
    Start what? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. 
 
    Anger ignited in Cormag’s eyes. “They started everything a long time ago.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick spoke in a calm, controlled voice. “What happened, Eilis?” He’d had enough of Cormag. Clearly, Cormag was an unreliable narrator, full of rage and grudges. 
 
    Eilis walked over to us. 
 
    Placing his arm over his eyes, Cormag leaned back against a stack of pillows on the couch. 
 
    Leading us into the kitchen, Eilis invited us to sit at the table. 
 
    When we’d all found a seat, she began reporting a disturbing account of things that had happened the night before. 
 
    Dylan was dead. I took off my jacket and placed it on the back of my chair. The reality wouldn’t sink in. Perhaps he’s just gone missing. He’ll be back. 
 
    The words Eilis spoke next were jarring. They were from another world, one I had only barely glimpsed. “The kelpies went to war against the asrai last night. It was late, when most of the human world was asleep. Cormag organized it.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Cormag says he and Dylan organized it; but from the details he’s provided, it sounds more like Cormag organized it and Dylan was dragged into it.” 
 
    I finally found my voice. “Is it over? The war? Or has it just started?” 
 
    Eilis said, “It’s over. It was a war in which both sides used magic. It sounds like it was similar to a nuclear war, but more focused. An incredible amount of destruction, an unbelievable amount of deaths. The kelpies didn’t even wait for the Fin Folk, although a few showed up to help. The kelpies were victorious over the asrai, having had a greater number of survivors; but there was a significant amount of loss on both sides. At the end of the battle, a truce was formed between the two communities.” She choked up. Tears rolled down her face. For a moment, she placed her face in her hands and shook with sobs. “I’ve known Dylan for years. I can’t believe he’s gone.” 
 
    I placed my hand on Eilis’s shoulder. “Maybe he isn’t dead. Maybe he’s just missing.” 
 
    Eilis removed her hands from her face. She looked totally distraught. “No. He’s dead. He’s in the bedroom. Cormag carried him here.” 
 
    What? That seemed horrible in so many ways. 
 
    Slowly, we stood up from the table and walked over to the bedroom. Eilis opened the door. 
 
    The sight was horrifically shocking. Someone had spread a sheet of plastic on the bed. It was covered in blood. Dylan…His skin was drained of blood, white as snow. His neck had been slashed open. A trail of blood ran from his neck onto the plastic sheet. Strands of his long black hair stuck to the blood covering his face. 
 
    Turning around, I ran through the house into the side yard. 
 
    In the distance, the River Spey was gurgling and splashing against rocks, carrying on with its eternal life, its eternal journey. 
 
    Everyone except Cormag came out of the house. The door slammed shut. 
 
    Eilis came over and placed her arms around me, giving me the hug I so desperately needed. “Cormag wants us to have a funeral tonight. He feels Dylan should be cremated. Eventually, he’ll release his ashes into Loch Seaforth.” 
 
    We all nodded. I mean, what else could we do? Cormag would know best how to honor his kelpie friend’s death, even if he was largely responsible for it. 
 
    I felt livid, upset to my stomach, punched in the gut. We all did. It was an awful moment. 
 
    That night, we helped Eilis build a bonfire in her backyard from fallen tree branches we gathered down by the river. The fire raged. Flames leapt higher and higher, as though reaching for the dark endless heavens. The sky was studded with diamond stars, the blinking eyes of watchful angels. 
 
    Eilis and Dr. Renwick carried Dylan’s body out of the house. On a makeshift stretcher made from branches lashed together with strips of leather, Dylan was placed on the bonfire. It was a horrible sight, watching the flames consume his body. 
 
    Grief hit Cormag like a bullet. As though he had suddenly recognized the true agony of war, the death and total destruction of his closest friend since childhood, he fell to the ground and wept. Eventually, Eilis walked over and placed her hand on his head to comfort him. 
 
    Hours later when the fire had finally consumed everything it had been fed, Cormag shoveled the ashes into a bucket. Back inside the house, he ladled them into a ceramic cookie jar that Eilis gave him. The vase was green and rimmed in colorful flowers. It served as funeral urn. In times of war, people make do with what’s available. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 27 
 
    The next day, Li, Eilis, Dr. Renwick and I decided to visit the Fin Folk settlement in Loch Lochy. Since Isobel had kelpie friends, Dr. Renwick said he’d let her know what happened and invite her to go along. 
 
    I lived in dread of what we’d find. 
 
    Dr. Renwick drove. We were all on edge and quiet. A podcast on castles of the Scottish Highlands filled the void. 
 
    When we arrived at the loch, we got ready to dive into it like a well-oiled machine. Isobel seemed surprised by some of the procedures, but she followed along without asking questions. Eilis handed out red caps. Li put a spell on us that would keep us warm in the frigid cold water. As we entered the loch, Eilis shapeshifted into a seal. Li created fireballs for each of us, to light our way. 
 
    And with that, we headed off into the murk. 
 
    When we arrived at the Fin Folk settlement, Eilis screamed. All of us who had seen it before broke down and cried. Isobel stared at the scene in front of us, not knowing what to make of it. 
 
    The rest of us knew exactly what to make of it. The beautiful Fin Folk settlement was now the wreckage of war. The glass panes were shattered to pieces. The gardens and trees had been uprooted and strewn across the mud. The buildings that had been so beautifully made from coral, pearls and gems had been blown to smithereens. Much of the settlement was buried in mud, shards of glass poking out of it, gems winking in the muck as we shined our fireballs on them. 
 
    There were no Fin Folk anywhere. I wondered if they’d escaped in time or if with enough digging, we’d find their bodies buried along with broken shards of their beautiful settlement. Those tall humanoid creatures with fins that draped elegantly over their bodies like capes… 
 
    Grief consumed me. It consumed all of us. 
 
    Dr. Renwick had thought to bring along a waterproof camera. He snapped lots of photos. It was a good idea. There would be a record. Perhaps he’d add it to the collection in the esoteric library. 
 
    Finally, without even speaking about it, we all turned to leave. We’d seen enough. Eilis led the way. 
 
    When we surfaced, we handed the red caps back to Eilis. We stood around, struggling to find words. Finally, Dr. Renwick spoke. “I’m no’ sure where we go from here. We need to think on it, see what happens.” He looked at Li and me. “I dinnae think we should go forward with yer original plan—which was a really good one, by the way—to find a way to contact the kelpies through electronic means.” He laughed, although it was hollow and brief, filled with irony. “We know how to contact the kelpies now, thanks to Eilis and Isobel. It’s great that ye have friends among the kelpies. War is devastating, but humans are certainly guilty of it as well…” His voice trailed off with a sound suggesting something caught in his throat. His eyes became wet with tears. “I’m really no’ sure where we go from here. I think we just need to wait and see, for a few days, anyway.” 
 
    Some of us nodded. Others shuffled our feet or stared off into the distance. 
 
    Then we climbed into the Jeep and went back to Eilis’s place to drop her off. From there, it was a painfully quiet ride back to campus. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 28 
 
    While we were trying to process all the devastation we’d seen within the lochs, Isobel sent a text to Li and me: i know this is a really hard time 4 u guys. i’m sorry about how rough things r right now in scotland’s magical community. if ye need a break, ye could stop by the nessie club 2night, 7:30. just a fun get-together for fans of nessie. 
 
    Li was all over it: sounds like a great idea. i’m just sitting in my room, obsessing over everything. shade, let’s go. 
 
    Li hadn’t experienced what I had with Nessie. She was completely oblivious to the horrors that Nessie had shown me. Isobel had felt we’d had a “lazy day in the loch” and Li had agreed with her. 
 
    On the other hand, I felt Nessie had revealed things to me for a reason, either a warning about something that might happen or a revelation about something that did happen. Either way, I felt she was asking for help. If the club members studied Nessie seriously, the way our Ocean View Newspaper Club back in the United States published hard-hitting in-depth news stories, it’s possible I could learn important information about Nessie’s situation. For that reason and because I felt a night out might help Li, I agreed to go to the meeting. 
 
    Li and I went to dinner at 6:30 which gave us plenty of time to enjoy a leisurely meal. We had bangers and mash, which are sausages and mashed potatoes. For dessert, I grabbed sticky toffee pudding, while Li chose a plateful of shortbread cookies. Comfort food all around, I guess. 
 
    We steered clear of talking about anything related to the lochs. We were still processing the chilling horror of it all, unable to put it into words. Had we lost a friend in the human world or within the recognized magical world, there would have been a funeral or memorial service. With the kelpies and asrai, however, they weren’t part of the larger magical community. They were considered troublemakers at worst, simply ignored at best. The larger world was not aware of the deaths within their ranks. The same was true in regard to the Fin Folk. People barely knew they existed, never mind the fact that many had most certainly died. Life went on as usual. For Li and me, that wasn’t an option, but we had no place to go where we could be part of a larger community in mourning. So we turned away from our grief the best we could. 
 
    After dinner, we walked over to the Nessie Club. It was held in the basement of the regular campus library (not one of the esoteric libraries). Every time we opened our mouths to speak, our breath escaped in clouds of steam. It was really cold. You might think I’d gotten used to the cold by then, but I never really did. I suppose I could have asked Li to cast a warming spell; but I didn’t want to be such a weakling, I had to resort to constant spell protection. I settled instead for the usual human safeguards: heavy knitted sweater, well-insulated jacket, hat, scarf, gloves, thick socks and boots. 
 
    When we reached the library, Li and I pushed open the heavy set of wooden doors. 
 
    And…Wow!…the library was stunning. I seriously hoped to return sometime before leaving Scotland in order to explore all the nooks and crannies. The first floor had an enormous space filled with wooden tables and chairs, as well as comfy reading chairs. Banker’s lamps with green shades adorned every desk. On either side of the middle section were rows of bookshelves. Gazing upwards, I was thrilled to see at least seven more floors, each wrapping around the open middle section. On either side of each level, there was a balcony, providing a glimpse into an additional space filled with bookshelves. In the center of all this, high up on the ceiling, were paintings of magical beings. It was stunning. 
 
    Li looked at her cell phone. “We better hurry. The meeting starts in a few minutes.” 
 
    At the back of the room, we found a staircase leading downstairs. Light poured through the open door. As we got closer, the noisy sounds of many people chatting suggested we were in the right place. 
 
    The staircase wound round and round until we reached the basement floor. From there, we followed the sounds of conversational babel. 
 
    Stepping into a room where lots of people apparently knew each other, I felt incredibly awkward. Li suggested we go up to the table with doughnuts and coffee and introduce ourselves to someone there. So we did. 
 
    I poured myself a cup of coffee, added cream and sugar, and glanced around the table to find someone who looked approachable. Li was quicker or more self-confident than me. (I figured knowing you could glamour yourself or zap someone with a magical spell would make that a whole lot easier.) She approached a young woman with a Mohawk and piercings who was standing alone, eating a jelly doughnut. 
 
    “Hi. Is this the Nessie Club?” 
 
    Her mouth full of powdery, jelly-stuffed confection, the young woman pointed at a sign. I felt embarrassed for both Li and me. The sign was enormous, proclaiming in huge green letters: The Nessie Club. How could we have missed that? 
 
    Li was unfazed. “Ah. I guess we’ve come to the right place then. My name is Li.” She turned toward me. “And this is Shade.” I smiled. “We’re from Ocean View College in the United States, here on a research project. Someone suggested we check out the Nessie Club.” 
 
    Swallowing her mouthful of jelly doughnut, the young woman wiped powdered sugar from her lips with the back of her hand. “Nice to meet ye. I’m Effie. The club’s OK. We celebrate Nessie here, but only a few of us have actually seen her.” 
 
    Li and I looked at each other, but neither of us said anything. Perhaps we’d gotten closer to Nessie than anyone else in the room. Finally, Li broke what could have become an awkward silence. “Has anyone here gotten a good view of Nessie?” 
 
    Holding what was left of her doughnut in one hand, Effie took a sip from the cup she was holding in her other hand. “Some people here have gotten pictures. You wanna see them?” 
 
    Li and I said, “Sure!” at the same time. 
 
    Effie led us over to a bulletin board next to the snack table. She pointed at a few photos impaled on the corkboard with colorful pins. “These are mine. What do ye think?” 
 
    Staring at them, I struggled for words. They were blurry photos of a shadowy shape. It could have been Nessie or it could have been mist on the loch or a flock of birds, for all I knew. 
 
    Li found the words. “Those are really interesting. Thanks for showing them to us.” 
 
    Effie grinned. “No problem. It was very exciting to get a glimpse of her like that.” 
 
    A gavel banged against a hard wooden surface, bringing the conversational chaos in the room to a standstill. A voice came over the loudspeakers. “OK, Nessie lovers, let’s get the meeting started.” 
 
    Effie waved and smiled at us, then left to find a seat near friends. 
 
    Li and I found seats in the back of the room. From there, we had a rather disappointing view of the event. It reminded me so much of the outer space fanaticism in Roswell. A bunch of people were wearing green felt hats with a Nessie creature on top. Others were wearing T-shirts featuring Nessie along with one of her names: Nessie or Loch Ness Monster. The President of the Club was wearing a hat along with a T-shirt announcing: Nessie, Sweetest Dinosaur that Ever Lived. 
 
    The meeting involved people raising their hands and reporting their latest encounter with Nessie or an encounter they’d heard from someone else. None of the encounters sounded like anything more than Effie’s blurry, shadowy photographs. 
 
    I hated stuff like this with a passion. I was seized by an intense desire to stand up and blurt out everything that had happened with Nessie: how close we’d gotten, how Isobel had fed her sheets of seaweed, how she’d wrapped her arms around Nessie’s long neck and hugged her, how Nessie had drawn me into horrifying visions through her magnetic eyes. 
 
    I said nothing. I absorbed everything, the fanaticism and foolishness, the yearning of people to plumb the depths of the unusual, searching for meaning in the universe, in their lives; but cheapening it all through baubles and T-shirts and silly hats, pretty much guaranteeing they’ll never break through the wall that separates them from the sublime. No doubt, they’ll remain forever in the world of the stupid and spiritually blind. Shallowness is their worst flaw. They’ll forever skate above the ice while magnificent creatures swim in the waters below. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 29 
 
    My mood wasn’t stellar for quite a while. I felt myself slipping into deep depression. The Fin Folk settlement had been destroyed. The Fin man Alastair was missing, probably dead. Dylan had definitely died. We’d cremated him and collected his ashes. The asrai population had been decimated, turned from living, vibrant creatures into tattered ribbons floating upon the surface of the lochs. 
 
    I went to class, did homework, ate meals, did everything I needed to do; but I felt more like a machine than a person. Life had lost its luster. Everything had gone from color to black and white, or a kind of smudged gray. I saw the negative side of everything, very little positive. I was beginning to lose hope in the future. I’d be graduating in a couple of months and all I could see was a bleak landscape up ahead. 
 
    I consulted the crystal orb a great deal during this time. I came to realize that many of the weird images it had revealed to me earlier hadn’t meant I was bad at reading it. Quite the opposite. Many of the weird images were similar to things that had come true. I repeated the ritual over and over again: placing my hands on either side of the glass orb, staring into the strange universe of prediction, watching the fog roll in and organize itself into coherent images. Then I jotted down my interpretation of what the images could mean. I thought maybe I’d turn it all into a newspaper article someday, if I ever again found the energy and motivation to get that done. 
 
    While I was wallowing in despair, Isobel asked Li and me if we’d like to visit Nessie again. My feelings about that were strange. The old me, before the war between the kelpies and asrai, would not have wanted to go because of what had happened to me the last time I’d visited her. But the new devastated me felt drawn to her dark magnetism, perhaps because the images she’d shown me revealed the world the way I saw it now: dark, bleak, nothing but ash and burning embers. 
 
    I don’t know what Li’s feelings were exactly, but we agreed to go. We decided to invite Eilis as well. 
 
    Eilis drove to the Ocean View campus. From there, Isobel drove us all out to Loch Ness. When we got there, Isobel handed each of us a baggie filled with the seaweed snacks that Nessie enjoyed so much. “I thought you’d all like the chance to bond with her. She loves these things.” 
 
    I’d noticed that last time. Also, I think she’d already bonded with me. It was a frightening experience. I wasn’t sure I wanted any more of it. I accepted the baggie, however, stuffing it into my jacket pocket. 
 
    Opening the door to the boat shack, we found Doc Ballantyne reading a thick leather-bound book, The Complete Works of William Shakespeare engraved in gold lettering on the front cover. You could tell Doc Ballantyne had been an English professor. Not many people would be found poring over a tome like that. It struck me how similar that book cover was to the magical books on campus. I guess Shakespeare had a kind of magic of his own. It just wasn’t quite as dangerous. 
 
    Doc looked up. “Hey there, lasses, come back to visit Nessie?” 
 
    Isobel smiled. “Yes, we have. And we brought along another friend.” She turned to Eilis. “This is Eilis. Eilis, Doc Ballantyne.” 
 
    Doc Ballantyne smiled, wrinkles forming around his eyes and mouth, becoming more pronounced in his weathered cheeks. “Nice to meet ye.” Turning back to Isobel, he told her we had our pick of boats. 
 
    As we exited the shack, the wind felt so cold, it was like Mother Nature was biting my face. I couldn’t imagine going out on the water in weather like that. I asked Li if she’d mind placing a warming spell on us and she agreed. Isobel teased us, saying we’d never make a proper Scot…but then, shivering, she asked Li to include her in the spell. 
 
    Warmed by magic and armed with sheets of seaweed, we chose the red rowboat at the far end of the dock. Isobel helped us find seats that best balanced the weight in the boat. We sat in the same places as last time, with Eilis joining Isobel on the middle seat. Li sat in front, while I sat in back. 
 
    Isobel and Eilis each took an oar. It took a little while for them to row in sync, but they managed it quickly enough. Once we reached the middle of the loch, we waited. 
 
    Finally, there was a huge splash as Nessie pushed her head and then her long, arching neck out of the water. She turned to look at us with those dark mirrored eyes. My heart pounded in my chest like a fish out of water, flopping around, gasping for air. Oh, please, Nessie, don’t do what you did to me last time. 
 
    As if she’d read my mind and decided to honor my plea, she picked on Eilis instead. Bending her long neck, she nudged the top of Eilis’s head with her snout. 
 
    Maybe because she was a selkie used to all kinds of magical creatures, even having ridden on the back of the water horse in the River Spey, it didn’t faze Eilis. She giggled, the way most people do when tickled. “Hey, Nessie lass, it’s nice to meet ye, too.” Then, suddenly, Eilis’s demeanor changed. She stared at the Loch Ness Monster with a look suggesting she’d been drawn into her magnetic eyes, same as I had, gripped by the same kinds of horrors I’d seen. 
 
    I glanced over at Isobel. Isobel was an identical bookend to Eilis, hypnotized in the exact same way. 
 
    Eilis shook her head. “Nessie has something to tell us.” 
 
    Isobel blinked. “Yes…” 
 
    Extending her neck, Nessie nudged Isobel’s arm hard with her snout. 
 
    Isobel rubbed her arm. “Ouch. That hurt. OK, Nessie. It’s OK. Ye can trust everyone here.” 
 
    Changing her mind about whatever she’d been thinking about doing, Nessie sank back down into the water, disappearing from sight. 
 
    Isobel sighed. “Let’s wait, see what she does.” 
 
    For half an hour, we sat in the boat, trying to enjoy the scenery. I wished I’d never seen videos of whales tipping over boats. I was sure Nessie was going to do the same to us, drowning us in the frigid waters of Loch Ness. 
 
    Then, a splash that stopped my heart. 
 
    Nessie had returned. 
 
    This time, there was no pulling me into the orbit of her eyes like a hypnotic tractor beam. There were only streams of water falling from Nessie’s eyes. Although it looked like tears, I realized it could have simply been loch water. No matter what, though, she looked incredibly sad. 
 
    And then…She opened her mouth. A strange voice floated out from Nessie’s throat, a mixture of speech and the saddest song I’d ever heard. She started with a question, staring first at me and then at Li. “Ye will both be gone from Scotland soon, is that correct?” 
 
    At that moment, Li and I had lost the ability to speak, fear having taken it from us. We nodded like sock puppets. 
 
    Nessie accepted our answer. “Have ye helped magical creatures before?” 
 
    Again, we nodded. 
 
    Nessie proceeded. “I need help. Will ye help me?” 
 
    I wanted to say, “Sure, of course,” but I didn’t want to promise something I couldn’t deliver. Li must have felt the same way. We both nodded for a third time. 
 
    Again, Nessie accepted our response. “I’m going to tell ye a story. This is not my real form…” 
 
    Li found her voice before I did. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Nessie nudged Isobel. Reaching into her pocket, Isobel pulled out a baggie. She gave Nessie several sheets of the seaweed snack. 
 
    Once fortified, Nessie licked the remaining crumbs from her mouth. “Are ye ready for a long story?” 
 
    Everyone on the boat nodded. 
 
    Nessie dunked her head in the water. Rising to full height once again, she shook her head, splashing all of us. Thank God for Li’s warming spell. 
 
    Once again, Nessie opened her mouth, communicating with us in her strange melodic speech. “I’m not from here…from Earth, I mean. I’m from another planet. I was left here by my fellow…what you would call aliens. They were my people.” She paused, as though hesitant to share more. Then she resumed her story. “Don’t be afraid. Please, don’t be afraid.” Water flowed from her eyes. It was definitely tears. “Please don’t judge me. I mean ye no harm.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. Was she about to hurt us without meaning to? 
 
    Isobel stood up. Reaching out her arms, she hugged Nessie around the neck. “Don’t worry, lass. Ye are safe with us.” 
 
    Isobel was a better person than me. Nessie might be safe with us, but I wasn’t sure that went both ways. 
 
    Isobel patted Nessie, then sat back down. “Go ahead, Nessie. It’s OK.” She gave Nessie another snack. 
 
    Rejuvenated, Nessie continued, musical speech pouring from her throat, rushed and hurried like if she didn’t blurt it out all at once, she’d never tell us everything she needed to. “I come from a planet that’s mostly water. It’s a dying planet, though. I was part of an exploratory team that traveled here to see if we could make this our new home. There was disagreement among us about how to go about doing that. Some of us were in favor of reaching out to ye, to the human and magical races, to see if we could strike a deal. Others, the majority, wanted to just take over the planet and let the natives deal with it. In the end, we decided Earth wouldn’t work for us, for many reasons. When our team left for home, the majority punished those of us who’d argued for negotiating with the people of Earth by leaving us behind. And they went farther than that. They imprisoned each of us in a specific loch all by ourselves. There are loch and lake ‘monsters’ all over the world, but always just one per loch or lake. And a spell was cast to change us from our normal form into the shape of something they found in a human kid’s book: the brontosaurus dinosaur. They thought that would scare humans and keep us isolated.” Tears flowed down Nessie’s face. “It’s been awful.” Nessie paused, then told us something that punched me in the gut. “I’m so incredibly sorry, but we weren’t the only ones affected by the spell that was cast on us. Our people were so swept up in their vindictiveness, they got sloppy. Their spell affected many of the creatures already living in the lochs here in Scotland: the kelpies, asrai, Blue Men of the Minch. The spell confined them to specific bodies of water. I know they’ve suffered greatly. I’m eternally sorry.” 
 
    Nessie hung her head in shame, waiting for us to reply. 
 
    I had seriously lost my ability to speak. My brain had been stunned into silence. I could hardly form thoughts, never mind words, trying to wrap my brain around what I had heard. 
 
    Isobel and Eilis bounced back much faster than Li or me. Standing up, Isobel reached out for Nessie. Wrapping her arms around Nessie’s neck, she swayed back and forth hugging her, comforting her, telling her we’d figure out a way to help her. 
 
    We? I struggled with that word, what it would mean to become involved in this. It seemed my life as I knew it was over. I was in sheer panic mode. 
 
    After Isobel sat down, Eilis walked over to Nessie and patted her neck. “Don’t worry, lass. We’ll figure it out.” 
 
    As though from nowhere, Li’s voice rang out loud and clear, full of determination. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Everyone looked at her. Nessie turned her head in Li’s direction. 
 
    “Witches.” Li looked determined, defiant almost. 
 
    Nessie stared at her. We all did. Finally, Isobel asked, “What do ye mean?” 
 
    Li stood up in the boat. She addressed Nessie directly. “Are you aware of witches?” 
 
    Nessie seemed confused. She spoke in her ethereal songful voice. “I am aware. They’re much like humans, but with magical powers similar to my own people.” 
 
    Li thought about that for a moment. “Yes, exactly. I’m thinking that our witches may be able to break the spell that was placed on you.” She looked around at the rest of us. “It’s worth a try.” 
 
    We all agreed with that. Isobel said, “That’s brilliant!” Standing up and facing Nessie, she said, “Give us a couple of days. We’ll contact some friends of ours who are witches. I’m sure they can break the spell.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure of it. I don’t think any of us were actually sure of it, including Isobel; but it was certainly worth a try. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 30 
 
    On the drive back to campus, we talked about the witches we knew. Although Li and I were good friends with a number of witches back in the United States, we didn’t really know any in Scotland. We attended classes on the same campus as witches; but I was in the upper level classes for ghost whisperers and empaths and Li was in the upper level classes for faeries, so we didn’t have daily contact with witches. Isobel and Eilis knew some witches, but they weren’t close friends with any. We decided to hold a meeting that evening and to invite Dr. Renwick to ask his advice. Isobel texted him and he agreed to meet with us. 
 
    When we arrived at Dr. Renwick’s hut, the fireplace was crackling with burning logs. Hot cider was steaming on the stove. I drew comfort from the warmth and familiarity I so desperately needed after such a strange and unsettling day. 
 
    Once we were all seated around our usual table, Dr. Renwick served us mugs of hot cider. Then Isobel opened the conversation, explaining to Dr. Renwick everything that had happened that day. Then she turned to Li. “Ye should tell him yer idea, Li.” 
 
    Li appeared shell-shocked, like she’d emerged from a dream she couldn’t yet comprehend. “Sure.” Li hesitated, then took a quick sip of courage from her mug. “I suggested this to Nessie and she’s totally on board. Actually, she’s more than just on board. She’s hopeful it will work. Since her people placed a spell on her that sounds a whole lot like some of the spells our witches here on Earth cast, I thought maybe we could find some witches who could break her spell. What do you think?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick stroked his beard. “Hmmm…” Getting up from the table, he walked over to the kitchen area. Although he turned his back to us, I saw him grab a bottle of Scotch whiskey and pour a generous amount into his mug. He paced a while, threw additional logs into the fireplace and then returned to our table. “It’s worth a try. It may be dangerous applying witches’ magic to an alien spell; but now that Nessie’s turned to ye for help, I dinnae see how ye could ignore her request. Here, let me do this…” 
 
    His voice trailing off, he started typing on his cell phone. When he was done, he placed it on the table. Every time it pinged, he replied to the message. Finally, he shoved it in his pocket. “They’ll be here in a few minutes.” 
 
    Eilis asked, “Who?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick ran a hand through his hair. He looked nervous. “The witches.” 
 
    We waited in silence, everyone lost in thought and worry. 
 
    A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door. Then another knock. Then a third. When Dr. Renwick opened the door after the final knock, I saw that it was snowing. 
 
    Dr. Renwick introduced us to the new arrivals, and then introduced them to us. “These are the most powerful witches we have on campus.” 
 
    The first introduction was to Dr. Skye McKenzie, a professor. She was tall with dark black hair. Her violet eyes were filled with intelligence as well as an intensity bordering on ferociousness. Trust me, I wouldn’t ever want to get on her bad side. She was obviously a force to be reckoned with. She came inside wearing a long black cloak that appeared to have designs slowly moving across its surface. When you looked directly at them, however, they were completely still. Underneath the cloak, she was wearing a purple dress with sequins around the collar. Snowflakes glistened in her hair long past the point when they should have melted. 
 
    The second person introduced to us was a young witch. An undergraduate student from Wales named Nia Morgan. She was stunning. Red hair and the clearest blue-green eyes I’d ever seen. The only place I’d ever seen that color was in pictures of tropical oceans. She was wearing a plaid skirt with a white cashmere sweater and dark green tights. She was friendlier than Dr. McKenzie, extending her hand to shake hands with each of us. It was a nice gesture that put me slightly more at ease. 
 
    The third witch was a new professor, recently having finished graduate school at Ocean View Scotland, originally from Ireland. Dr. Sorcha Ó hAillín. She had long dark hair that fell to her shoulders with an incredible sheen. Her eyes were blue ringed with a thin circle of gold. She was standoffish, perhaps to separate herself from us students as she embarked on her career as a professor. 
 
    After the introductions, the witches joined us at the table. Dr. Renwick explained Nessie’s situation and requested their aid. 
 
    Excusing themselves for a moment, the witches moved over to seats by the fireplace to hold their own private discussion. When they returned, Dr. McKenzie spoke for all of them, her violet eyes appearing to sparkle with silver. “We’ll do it.” 
 
    The witches joined us at the table. Dr. McKenzie said to Dr. Renwick, “So, where’s your special potion?” That was the first hint that Dr. Renwick knew her well, that they’d worked together before. 
 
    Dr. Renwick laughed. “Ah. That can be arranged.” Excusing himself for a moment, he went into the kitchen. I watched closely to see what he was doing. Opening a cabinet, he grabbed a glass bottle filled with golden liquid, then pulled out a cork. Pouring the liquid into three separate mugs, he placed them on a tray along with the recorked bottle and carried them over to the table. Each of the witches grabbed a mug. 
 
    The bottle was Scotch whiskey! They were drinking straight whiskey. If they messed up their spells because they were drunk or hungover, things could go disastrously for Nessie. For all of us, for that matter. 
 
    For hours that lasted into the early morning, Dr. Renwick and the witches consulted on how they might break the spell on Nessie. The rest of us listened, transfixed as they weighed the pros and cons of specific magical approaches. The whiskey didn’t seem to faze them in the least, even after they’d started on a second bottle. Most humans would have been under the table long before they drank the last drops in their cups and called it a night. 
 
    The plan was to meet out at Loch Ness the next afternoon at 3:00. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 31 
 
    When we arrived at Loch Ness the following day, the witches were already there. Doc Ballantyne was nowhere to be seen. Nia told us Dr. McKenzie had convinced him to take the rest of the day off. She said it was better to keep magical spells out of sight of everyone who wasn’t directly involved with them. 
 
    I guess that meant I was directly involved, which struck me with incredible fear. These witches were immensely powerful. Dr. Renwick wasn’t at all sure about the safety of using witchcraft to break an alien spell. 
 
    I feared they were going to break something fundamental within the universe in ways that couldn’t be undone. 
 
    We took three boats out into the loch. The witches were in a red one, Dr. Renwick and Isobel were in a yellow one, and the rest of us were in a blue one. The boats looked especially old and battered that day. I pictured magical forces blowing them into smithereens, leaving nothing behind but splinters and matchsticks, all of us frozen to death in the icy water. 
 
    When we reached the middle of the loch, Dr. Renwick and Eilis used the oars to keep us in one spot. The witches didn’t bother; I assumed they steadied their boat with magic. 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, Isobel pulled out a large baggie filled with sheets of seaweed. She threw a few into the water. 
 
    Within seconds, Nessie’s head emerged from the water followed by her long elegant neck. Ignoring the snacks, she looked at us with sad, soulful eyes. 
 
    Isobel wrapped her arms around Nessie’s neck, to hug and comfort her, and introduced her to the witches. She explained to Nessie what they were going to attempt to do. 
 
    Nessie spoke in her songful way. “Thank ye. I appreciate this more deeply than all the oceans.” 
 
    Dr. McKenzie smiled. 
 
    Nessie observed the witches so closely, it was as though she was listening to them. The witches did the same to Nessie. It took me a while to realize they were locked in some kind of communication, probably telepathic. Perhaps that was a sign they were attuned to each other in ways that meant the witches’ magic would work on alien magic. That would be excellent. 
 
    Dr. McKenzie turned to the rest of us. “OK. We’re going to begin. Hold on tight.” 
 
    What did she mean? Did she mean that literally? I grasped the edge of my seat and hung on for dear life. 
 
    The three witches stood in their boat, then lifted from the floor, floating in midair. Nessie came over to them, her lower body remaining beneath the surface of the water. She looked at them with her mysterious eyes. 
 
    The witches raised their hands all at once. Blue and silver fog floated from their fingertips and wrapped around Nessie. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    When the fog dissipated, Nessie was still in dinosaur form. She looked sad, forlorn. 
 
    Dr. McKenzie pulled a vial of liquid from her pocket. She told Nessie it might help. Bending her long neck so that her snout was only a fraction of an inch from Dr. McKenzie’s hand, she allowed the professor to pour it down her throat. For a few seconds, Nessie’s eyes danced with the light of fireflies. 
 
    Once again, the witches raised their hands in the air. Waving them back and forth, they hit Nessie with waves of fog in changing colors. Lightning crackled within the mist. 
 
    Overhead, the sky turned pitch-black. Day turned to night in a heartbeat. Lightning flashed across the heavens. 
 
    As the witches threw spells relentlessly at Nessie, waves formed in the loch, rocking our boats, threatening to spill us out into the icy depths. 
 
    Nothing worked. Nessie remained locked inside her dinosaur prison. 
 
    Dr. McKenzie sat down in the boat and covered her face with her hands. She looked exhausted and at wit’s end. Nia and Sorcha sat across from her, waiting. They all looked drained and haggard. 
 
    Finally, Dr. McKenzie stood up. Nia and Sorcha followed her lead. Screaming with such desperate intensity, the sound echoed off every surface within near proximity of the loch, Dr. McKenzie threw her arms backward, then forward, pointing at Nessie. Lightning flew from her fingertips, traversed the distance to Nessie, then covered her with a coat of sizzling fireworks. Sparks bounced from Nessie’s hide, creating a shower of light that hissed as it landed on the icy liquid surface of the loch. 
 
    Dr. McKenzie repeated this over and over again. Nia and Sorcha joined in. 
 
    Nessie let out a bloodcurdling cry. I was sure they’d killed her. Or cursed her with horrible burns. Her screams of agony whipped the water into violent waves. Our boats were pummeled with incredible force. I held onto the edge of my seat with a death grip. Repeatedly thrown to the left and right, I grabbed desperately at the sides of the boat when my fingers were pried from the plank beneath me. This was the day I’d die. I knew it. Feeling incredibly seasick, I fought the urge to throw up. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, muscles rippled beneath Nessie’s skin. The skin split down her back and along her elongated neck. 
 
    I felt struck by remorse as intense as lightning. We’d killed her. We’d meddled in things we didn’t understand and murdered her. 
 
    The skin split along the back of Nessie’s head and down her snout. Her metallic eyes exploded. 
 
    Illness swept over me. I felt like I was going to implode from a heart attack or stroke or something else I couldn’t predict. 
 
    I closed my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, Dr. McKenzie was offering a fur cloak to a nude young woman shivering in her green skin. 
 
    It was Nessie. She’d transformed back into her natural alien self! She had green skin and large dark soulful eyes. She was bald and had a humanoid body. 
 
    We rowed back to shore. Dr. McKenzie carried Nessie into the boat house. 
 
    Once inside, we huddled around asking Nessie lots of questions about what she needed to survive. She seemed to need mostly what any human would need: food, shelter, clothing to keep her warm, five to eight hours of sleep every night. 
 
    My God. Maybe the people of Roswell had been onto something all along. I felt faint trying to process that information. 
 
    Dr. Renwick said he’d arrange for Nessie to have a room in an isolated section of the castle until we figured out what to do. Li offered to glamour her skin into one of the colors found in the human race, if Nessie felt safer blending in. Nessie said she’d think about it. 
 
    Hours later, I fell into bed, my head filled with dreams and nightmares, wonder and anxiety. I woke several times, trembling, terrified by the unknown. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 32 
 
    The next morning, I woke with that surreal out-of-body feeling you get when your whole world has been turned upside down, for instance when someone close to you has died. For me, my previous handle on reality had died. 
 
    As soon as the fog cleared from my brain, I texted Li, Isobel and Eilis: have you heard anything about nessie? is she OK? 
 
    Li replied: no, nothing. 
 
    Eilis: me neither. 
 
    As Dr. McKewen’s former assistant now working closely with Dr. Renwick, Isobel had slightly more information: i spoke with dr. renwick this morning. he said nessie’s doing as well as can be expected. she’s ok physically, but exhausted and recovering mentally from the trauma of reverting back to her alien form in a foreign world. he said she wants solitude, time to herself while she figures it out. he’s arranged for her to meet daily with medical doctors and mental health counselors. so, I guess she’ll be ok. shade and li, he said she’ll probably be able to meet with ye before ye head back to the States. 
 
    I sent a heart emoji. Li sent a praying hands emoji. There wasn’t much else to say. 
 
    I texted Li separately: want to get breakfast? 
 
    Li replied: sure. 
 
    We ate breakfast in silence, so I guess we had some of the same need for quiet that Nessie had. Our need for solitude was probably a drop in the bucket compared to hers. I couldn’t even imagine the magnitude of things Nessie would have to put in order and find ways to adjust to, now that she was back in her original form and abandoned by her people. 
 
    Spring weather had broken that morning. It felt like Nessie’s transformation had brought new life and warmer weather to Scotland. It was no doubt a coincidence, but who knows? Li and I decided to take a walk. 
 
    We wandered down to the campus loch, avoiding the section where the boat house was located. Murdo was a really nice guy, but we didn’t feel like renting a boat or having a casual conversation. 
 
    As we walked along the edge of the water, we saw a guy step out of the castle gate and head straight for us. I waited to see if he’d change direction. When it was clear that wasn’t going to happen, I nudged Li. “See the guy heading toward us? Let’s get out of here. I don’t feel like dealing with it.” 
 
    Li looked up to see what I was talking about. “Sure. Let’s go for a brisk walk in the opposite direction.” 
 
    As we turned around and picked up our pace, the guy shouted, “Shade! Li! Wait up!” 
 
    That stopped us in our tracks. 
 
    Placing my hand above my eyes to block out the sun, I took a closer look. It was Cormag! His hair had been brushed, the seaweed removed. His face looked less gray than usual. 
 
    Li said nearly under her breath, “It’s Cormag…” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    We stood, waiting. Cormag was the last person in the entire world I wanted to see. He was salt in a wound, making me feel a whole lot of things I couldn’t deal with just then: rage, sadness, unfathomable loss tied to the death of Dylan and so many Fin Folk. 
 
    Cormag started running, closing the gap between us. 
 
    A threatening feeling rose up into my throat. What did he want? Just go away. Go away. 
 
    When he reached us, he wasn’t at all winded like I would have been. 
 
    Li and I stood there, waiting for him to explain what he wanted. We weren’t going to make things easy for him. You want to talk? Then talk. We’re not going to give you an invitation. 
 
    Cormag folded his hands in front of him. He seemed different. His usual cockiness was gone. He looked sad, defeated, somehow smaller than when he’d hung around with Dylan. 
 
    He cleared his throat, then started in. “I’m sorry.” His voice broke. I thought for a second he was going to cry. “I mean, I’m really sorry. I had good intentions…” His voice trailed off. “I realize now that isn’t enough. I’ve always been a hothead. I hated the way my people were confined to the lochs. Well, I’m free now. I may have been right. The asrai were defeated. And now, suddenly, the kelpies have been freed to leave the lochs. It just happened. Nothing’s stopping us now, no magical force field or anything.” 
 
    I felt stunned. Nessie was right. The spell cast on her and the other loch “monsters” had also affected the kelpies. Now that the spell had been broken, the kelpies were free. It had nothing whatsoever to do with the asrai. 
 
    Li and I looked at each other. I didn’t trust Cormag. Eventually, I’d consult with Nessie and Dr. Renwick to see if we should explain everything to him; but for now, I needed to protect Nessie. I wasn’t sure Cormag’s rage wouldn’t return, causing him to react violently against her. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. Congratulations? No, that would mean congratulating him for instigating a war that killed so many. 
 
    Cormag looked at the ground, then out at the loch, as if drawing strength from the water. “I have something to offer ye, to make amends. I know where Dr. McKewen’s ship sank. I can take you there. You can bring up her remains, have a funeral. If you want…” 
 
    I squinted into the sun. “That would mean a lot to her family, I’m sure, and to Dr. Renwick. Let me talk to him.” 
 
    Li added, “Yeah. That would be good for them, to bring them closure.” 
 
    That’s it. That’s the best we could offer. If Cormag wanted deep appreciation for the least he could do, he wasn’t going to get it. 
 
    Cormag studied us for a bit, then turned and headed off to wherever he was going now that he was freed from the lochs. Stopping for a moment, he turned back toward us. “Let me know. Eilis knows where to reach me.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 33 
 
    Li and I contacted Dr. Renwick, Isobel and Eilis. We told them everything Cormag had told us. Dr. Renwick sounded more upset than I’d ever heard him. He thanked us and said he’d make arrangements. 
 
    I felt shut out of everything important: Nessie’s care and the mission to bring Dr. McKewen’s remains to the surface. 
 
    I let it go, turning to the mountains of schoolwork I had to do. I comforted myself with the fact that I was, after all, just a student. Nessie and the recovery of a disastrous shipwreck were far beyond my skill or experience level. 
 
    Li and I heard from Dr. Renwick a day before the discovery of Dr. McKewen’s research vessel hit the local papers and television and radio stations. He extended an invitation to her funeral. He told us, “The ship sank in bad weather, but it wisnae anything malicious. The kelpies had created a huge storm to try and break free of their captivity. Dr. McKewen’s vessel was collateral…” The words caught in his throat. “…damage.” 
 
    The next day, the news was everywhere. About the ship being discovered, the bones of the survivors being brought up to the surface, funerals being arranged, things salvaged from the wreck. There were heartbreaking interviews with family and friends of the deceased. 
 
    It was too much. I escaped into homework. The semester was nearly done. Graduation was looming on the horizon. 
 
    I attended Dr. McKewen’s funeral with Li, Isobel, and Eilis. Dr. Renwick was there. Isobel had told us, when Li and I had first contacted her from the United States, that Dr. McKewen’s original memorial service had been small, as she didn’t have many living relatives. Her funeral, however, was huge. It was held in a beautiful old stone church not far from campus on a cliff overlooking the ocean. Although Dr. McKewen didn’t have many living family members, she was part of a large academic community of professors, researchers, and students she’d taught over the years. 
 
    Dr. Renwick was one of several people who gave eulogies. His was moving and eloquent, describing how much Dr. McKewen’s research had added to the world. He didn’t get into anything about the war among the kelpies, asrai and FinFolk. He didn’t mention that they were free now, due to something completely unexpected: the breaking of an alien spell. He didn’t mention Nessie at all. Most people live their lives completely oblivious to the world of magical creatures, other than a superficial nod doing fun things like joining the Nessie Club or going out to Loch Ness to snap a picture of her. People who had magical abilities themselves, especially the staff and students at Ocean View College, would eventually be informed of everything that had happened, once the situation was clearly understood. Dr. Renwick assured us he was speaking with Nessie and with Cormag and other kelpies including the Blue Men of the Minch. He was also trying to locate any remaining Fin Folk and asrai to understand their current situation. 
 
    After the funeral, I dove back into all the work I had to do. Graduation was only a couple of weeks away. With everything happening in Scotland, I’d gotten myself into a frame of mind where the semester would never end and I’d be part of Scotland’s magical community forever. Comparing my calendar with the long list of assignments I had to do, I wasn’t at all sure I’d graduate on time. 
 
    Opening my email, I discovered that Li and I had been sent airplane tickets for our return to the United States in one week. One week! That lit a fire under me. I tackled the work I had to do, scared to death I’d never finish in time. 
 
    We received an interesting assignment for Interpreting and Understanding the Crystal Orb II. As Dr. McCreery had mentioned earlier, the advanced crystal orbs we’d purchased this semester were capable of taking photographs of the images we see inside it. Now, it was time for us to use that feature. Dr. McCreery said she’d send us an email with instructions. 
 
    I waited eagerly for the email. When it arrived, it said the following: 
 
      
 
    Students, 
 
      
 
    Here are the instructions for taking photographs of the images inside your crystal orb, along with an assignment. 
 
    Instructions: 
 
    1.) Photographs can be taken at any time, either while you’re initially viewing an image or at any later time. Your crystal orb has a long memory. Think of it like a device with a memory chip. It’s similar to that. 
 
    2). No matter when you want to take a photograph, you must first unlock the camera feature. 
 
    3.) You can find the key to unlock the camera feature at the bottom of the velvet box where you store your orb. Lift up the rectangular silk-covered cardboard floor of your velvet box. That’s an inner floor, not the actual bottom of the box. It’s basically the top of a secret compartment holding the key. 
 
      
 
    Having set the purple velvet box on my desk, I scrambled to pull out the orb and place it on its golden stand. Then I pried the bottom of the box up with my fingernails. There it was: a shiny golden key inscribed with runes! 
 
    I continued reading the instructions: 
 
      
 
    Carefully, turn your orb upside down. You’ll find a key-shaped slot there. Insert the key. Turn slightly until you feel resistance. A thin silver rectangular bar should appear toward the bottom of your orb with the word: Photograph. You just press that button every time you want to take a picture. 
 
    To the right of that icon, there will be an identical icon with the word: Memory. If you press that button, the surface of your crystal orb will turn into a kind of rounded computer screen. There, you can scroll through past images and take photos of whichever ones you choose. 
 
      
 
    I experimented with that. Holy camole, it worked! That was crazy. It was totally magical world meets the magic of modern technology. I felt like a wizard. 
 
    Then came the homework assignment. As awesome as this new crystal ball was, I felt overwhelmed by everything I had to do. 
 
      
 
    Assignment: 
 
    Go through every image you saw as part of this semester’s work. Analyze every image. Rate the accuracy of the predictions you made from 0% to 100%. Since the future is still unfolding, if your predictions haven’t come true but it seems reasonable they might, rate your skill accordingly. It’s up to you to figure this out. When you’re finished, calculate the average percentage as if it’s your final grade for the project. Good luck! 
 
      
 
    As if it’s my final grade? Ugh. That’s a lot of pressure. Of course I wanted to give myself 100% on everything with the disclaimer that anything could possibly come true someday. I mean, if Nessie turning out to be an alien from outer space wasn’t enough to prove that, I don’t know what is. But I knew Dr. McCreery wouldn’t stand for that. In fact, doing something like that would probably earn me an F. The idea, I’m sure, was to give some serious thought as to how we evaluate the accuracy of the images we initially summoned into the orb. I assumed the better you got at that, the better you got at reading fortunes. 
 
    Curiosity getting the better of me, I pressed the Memory icon. A list of all the images I’d ever summoned appeared on the surface of the ball. I pressed on one at a time, evaluating their accuracy and typing my opinion into a word document on my laptop. I continued scrolling through the images until I’d evaluated them all. 
 
    I was surprised by my result. Average percentage: 97%. Although I hadn’t understood them at the time, many of the images had already come true. Maybe I had a talent for this? I don’t know… 
 
    By the end of the week, I’d worked my way through all my homework assignments and written and submitted several newspaper articles to Maeghan back in the United States’ Ocean View Newspaper Club. I didn’t mention anything about Nessie or the war among the kelpies, asrai and Fin Folk. Instead, I wrote about meeting kelpies and swimming with them in the lochs and how being able to communicate with them directly made it unnecessary to attempt contacting them through electronic devices. I figured I could always write more hard-hitting articles later on when everything that had happened became public knowledge within the magical community. Right now, everything was too new and raw and open to dangerous meddling. 
 
    When we’d finished all our homework assignments, Li and I wrote our research report on our interaction with the kelpies and submitted it to members of the Ocean View administration back in the United States. I submitted my copy to my Senior Year Advisor, Dr. Olivia Bell. 
 
    We were sorry we’d never met the Blue Men of the Minch. Catrina had offered, but we’d run out of time. 
 
    And then, nervous as all get-out, we called Dr. Renwick to ask his advice on how to report the two skeletons we’d found in the sunken boat at the bottom of Loch Oich. Dr. Renwick was great. He said, “Dinnae worry. I’ll take care of it. Our ghost whispering students often help the local police solve crimes. They’ll be happy to receive another report like that. Makes their job easier.” It was a huge relief to hear that. Things were handled the same way back on our campus in the United States. It had always taken a lot of the stress off me and the other ghost whisperers. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 34 
 
    On our last full day in Scotland, Li and I were contacted by Dr. Renwick. He asked if we could meet with him in his classroom at 6:30 PM. We were really happy we’d get to see him before leaving the country, but sad it might be the last time we’d ever see him. 
 
    The weather warm enough to go without jackets, we wore sweater coats we’d purchased at the campus bookstore. Made from Shetland wool, they were knitted locally and beautiful. 
 
    I have to admit when we arrived at Dr. Renwick’s, I was disappointed to find the fireplace wasn’t lit. Although it was too warm for a fire, it felt like an important tradition had died. 
 
    And then I noticed something totally new. 
 
    Sitting at the table we normally used was Nessie. Wearing a plaid skirt and cable-knit sweater, she looked human in every way except for her green skin. 
 
    Remaining quiet, she looked up at us. 
 
    Dr. Renwick led us over to the table, then went to answer a knock at the door. 
 
    One by one, everyone who had been present at Nessie’s transformation arrived: Isobel, Eilis, and the three witches. I felt incredibly nervous around the witches. With their tremendous magical power, I knew they could totally wreck me if they wanted to. 
 
    Dr. Renwick broke the ice, striking up conversations while he served cold drinks to everyone. Nessie got some kind of seaweed smoothie. In order to make her comfortable, we all asked to try it. Yuck. A few sips and I was done. I missed Dr. Renwick’s hot spiced cider. 
 
    After we’d all settled in, talking with Nessie, getting to know her better, there was another knock on the door. 
 
    A beautiful woman—early forties in appearance, radiant skin, long black hair and twinkling turquoise eyes that were ringed in gold—made a grand entrance. She was wearing a blue dress covered in lace and sequins. Dr. Renwick introduced her. “This is Siofra, one of the faerie professors on campus.” He turned to Nessie. “This is the person I talked to ye about, Nessie. She can help ye wi’ yer adjustment to living on Earth as a member of the human race.” 
 
    Walking over to Nessie, Siofra looked at her with eyes so gorgeous, they mesmerized. “Appearance is everything, my dear. There’s an expression here on this planetary rock: Ye can’t judge a book by its cover. It’s not true. People do it all the time. I’m so sorry, but people are freaked out by humans who don’t conform to human standards. Dr. Renwick said ye have a concern about yer skin color.” 
 
    Nessie’s voice had changed. It was fully human now, no longer intertwined with music. “Yes. I want to blend in. I don’t want to have people staring at me. I don’t want to be the center of attention while I’m learning how to adapt.” 
 
    Siofra smiled. “That’s what Dr. Renwick had told me. I can help. I can glamour ye with a spell that will give ye a permanent human appearance. But there’s something I need to explain to ye. There are different kinds of human appearances based on individual races. There are several main colors of skin, for instance, with various shades of each. Facial features vary by race as well. Here, let me show ye…” 
 
    Waving her hand, a display appeared before us. There were holograms of people from a number of different races: White, Black, Asian, Hispanic, as well as Native populations from various countries. “Which look would you prefer for yourself?” 
 
    Nessie studied the display. “There are no green people anywhere on Earth?” 
 
    Siofra replied, “No.” 
 
    Nessie returned to studying the display. “Genetics works here, correct?” 
 
    Siofra waited for Nessie to elaborate. 
 
    Nessie said, “On our planet, a child possesses traits from both parents. Can I have the appearance of someone with the genetic makeup of all these races?” 
 
    Siofra’s eyes sparkled. “Of course ye can. Here. See what ye prefer…” 
 
    Waving her hand in the air again, Siofra introduced one combination after another. Different versions of Nessie hovered in the air before us. It reminded me of how you can change the appearance of your avatar in computer games, but this was incredibly real. It would change Nessie forever. 
 
    Nessie’s forehead wrinkled as she studied the different versions of herself. She said, “No,” or “Maybe,” after each one. Then, finally, she stood up and walked over to a specific Nessie hologram. She reached out to touch the image, but her hand went right through it. Leaning in closer, she looked at it intently. “There. That’s the one. I’d like that.” 
 
    Siofra asked, “Are ye sure?” 
 
    Nessie smiled. “Yes, I am.” 
 
    Siofra waved her hands over Nessie, enveloping her in a cloud of purple smoke sparkling with golden fireworks. It reminded me of fireflies in a thunderstorm. In an otherworldly language I couldn’t understand, Siofra recited an incantation over and over again, her voice rising and falling like ocean waves. 
 
    Then she dropped her hands to her side. 
 
    Nessie stepped out from the roiling clouds. I drew in my breath. Nessie was gorgeous. No one would ever know her history. 
 
    She had skin darker than mine. It was a blend of races: darker than White or Asian, lighter than pure Black. Her eyes were almond-shaped, clearly Asian. She had long black hair and hazel eyes. She was perfect. 
 
    Nessie had kept her natural shape: tall and thin. 
 
    She’d have no trouble fitting in with the human race. Well, at least no more than the rest of us. For me, it was often a struggle and I was born on this planetary rock. 
 
    I suddenly realized that the reasons my mom gave me my first and middle names now fit my life incredibly well. She had named me Galactic when she’d decided partway through her pregnancy that babies are so special, they’re basically the stuff of stars, the magical dust of the galaxy. She gave me my middle name Shade for the twilight time of day when she went into labor. 
 
    Here we were standing with Nessie, an alien from outer space. We were all of us the stuff of stars, magical dust of the galaxy. Genetics. We were all a combination of genes that had evolved over time, having sprung from ancient molecules. 
 
    I looked at the light filtering in through the old-fashioned panes of the stone hut. It was twilight. 
 
    My life had come full circle. I would never forget that moment. 
 
    Nessie sat back down at the table. She took a sip of the seaweed concoction. Her lips painted with a shade of seaweed similar to her former skin, she said, “I want to change one more thing. My name. I was locked into the skin of the Loch Ness Monster or Nessie for way too long. I want something new.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick looked at Siofra. “Well, that’s easy enough. Ye dinnae even need magic. What name would ye like?” 
 
    Nessie asked for a pen and paper, then drew a line of symbols resembling runes. “This was my name on my planet. I’ve been looking through lists of names here on Earth. The closest I can come to its meaning is Harmony. So I’d like to be called Harmony.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick smiled. “That’s perfect.” 
 
    It really was. She’d carry the memory of her old melodic voice within her name forever. 
 
    Nessie, now Harmony, beamed with happiness. “I understand I need a surname as well. Is it OK if I just choose one?” 
 
    Dr. Renwick said, “Sure. Do you have anything in mind?” 
 
    Harmony said, “I looked through some books with Scottish surnames. I like the sound of Harmony Kelsoe. And the meaning fits: island or an island of ships. And isn’t that what I am here on Earth? An island unto myself. And my people who have remained on this planet after coming here in spaceships? All together, we’re basically an island of ships, different from all of ye who were born here.” 
 
    Dr. Renwick smiled. “It’s perfect. Absolutely perfect. Here on Earth, we usually have identification forms. I’ll see to it that some are created for ye with yer brand new name. Harmony Kelsoe: I like it.” 
 
    We broke out into applause. Harmony blushed. She seemed so fully human. 
 
    Dr. Renwick folded his hands and grinned. “So, we have one more order of business.” He then headed for the kitchen. Siofra and the three witches followed. They stood around the counter, blocking whatever they were doing, so the rest of us couldn’t see. 
 
    When they finished, they turned around toward us carrying a large sheet cake decorated with sizzling sparklers. It was magnificent! 
 
    Setting the sheet cake down at our table, they started singing a song in Scottish that had a lively rhythm. I have no idea what it meant, but everyone from Scotland joined in. I looked down at the cake. It was beautifully frosted: vanilla icing sprinkled with edible confetti. And there, beautifully handwritten in blue icing, were the words: 
 
      
 
    Congratulations, Harmony! 
 
    Happy Upcoming Graduation, Shade and Li! 
 
      
 
    Tears of happiness and appreciation, and also of sadness for how much I was going to miss my friends in Scotland, welled up in my eyes and ran down my face. I looked over at Li. We laughed when we realized we were both crying. 
 
    Dr. Renwick whipped up another batch of green seaweed smoothies for Harmony. For old time’s sake, he made a pot of hot apple cider for Isobel, Eilis, Li and me. For the witches and for Siofra, he handed out whiskey in glass tumblers and placed a couple of whiskey bottles on the table. 
 
    We made endless toasts, sang songs and told stories into the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    It was a magical night that ended way too soon. I wanted it to last forever. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 35 
 
    The next morning, I was totally exhausted. By the time I stumbled out of bed, I only had two and a half hours until I had to be outside the castle gate waiting for a driver. Li and I had requested Catrina. We hadn’t had time to say goodbye to her and we didn’t want to leave without doing that. 
 
    I still had to pack. Looking around my room, it seemed like an impossible job. I had books and clothes and papers everywhere. It exhausted me just thinking about it. 
 
    Shower. I needed a shower. 
 
    I grabbed the Hebridean Seaweed Body Wash off the shower niche. The wonderful scent of peppermint and lavender combined with seaweed carried me back to the beginning of my time in Scotland, my first shower in this bathroom when everything was still so incredibly new. I had meant to look into the company that harvested the kelp used in the body wash, since it was harvested in the Outer Hebrides; but I’d run out of time. 
 
    My thoughts wandered to the Blue Men of the Minch. I wondered if they’d left the Outer Hebrides or if some had stayed. 
 
    After showering, getting dressed and stuffing things into my suitcases, backpack and laptop bag, I rushed next door and knocked on Li’s door. When she opened it, I caught a glimpse of her room: bed neatly made, not a single stray item anywhere. I felt guilty. If I had time before leaving for the airport, I’d seriously need to leave my room in better condition than it was at the moment. 
 
    Downstairs in the cafeteria, we had our last ever meal on the Scottish campus. We decided we had to have the full Scottish breakfast one more time: fried egg, sausage, bacon, haggis, baked beans, black pudding, a tattie scone, mushrooms and roasted tomato. We both added a glass of orange juice and a cup of coffee. 
 
    I was so unbelievably full as we made our way back upstairs, I felt like I’d shapeshifted into a walrus. 
 
    With ten minutes to spare before I had to head downstairs for our ride, I managed to make the bed and pick up scraps of paper and candy wrappers from the floor around the desk. Once everything looked OK, I grabbed my stuff and headed next door. 
 
    Li had just stepped into the hallway and was closing her door. “I hate to say goodbye to this place.” 
 
    “Yeah. Me, too. This place was awesome!” 
 
    When we walked through the castle gate, we found a van waiting for us. The driver opened the front door and stepped out. It was Catrina! Li and I ran as fast as we could with all our luggage to meet up with her. 
 
    Catrina smiled. “Slow down, lasses. We’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    Li reached her first. “I know, I know. I’m just so happy to see you. I was afraid we wouldn’t get a chance to say goodbye.” 
 
    When I caught up to them, I echoed the same sentiment. “Same here. We’re really going to miss you.” 
 
    Catrina hugged the both of us. “At least we have a long car ride to the airport. We should cram in as much conversation as we possibly can.” 
 
    Catrina looked great as usual. Her perfect Mohawk haircut streaked with bright green. Her intriguing eyes, gold and brown, typically known as tiger’s eye. She was wearing a black woolen skirt with a green cashmere sweater, green tights and black ankle-length boots. 
 
    Catrina opened the van doors for us, then loaded our suitcases into the back. 
 
    Once we got on our way to the airport, Li and I filled Catrina in on everything that had happened with Nessie, now known as Harmony Kelsoe. Catrina absorbed everything in silence, her eyes showing shock and then deep concern as she looked up into the rearview mirror at us. When we finished telling the story of aliens from outer space having come to Earth, having been placed under a spell that confined each of them to living in an individual loch or lake as a dinosaur, and then being freed from that spell, Catrina seemed at a loss for words. Finally, she said, “I can’t imagine what that must be like for Nessie…for Harmony. I’ll reach out to her, see if I can help her through her transition as a human being. As a shapeshifter, I’ll try to find some common ground with her to make her feel more comfortable.” 
 
    That was so good to hear. 
 
    Before we knew it, we’d arrived at Edinburgh Airport. We hugged Catrina for as long as we could. We wiped away tears and promised to keep in touch. I felt crushed with sadness to be leaving Scotland and all the friends I’d made there. Catrina was our last connection to Ocean View Scotland. 
 
    Before I stepped through the glass doors of the airport, I turned to wave to Catrina one last time. Sadly, she was already pulling out of her parking space and entering traffic to return to campus. 
 
    Li glamoured all our luggage to save us the trouble of being questioned about the unusual things we’d packed, including my crystal orb. We were tired and we wanted to make it back to the States with as little hassle as possible. 
 
    It was a long journey home. An hour-and-a-half flight to Heathrow Airport in London, overnight in a hotel there, then an eleven-hour-and-twenty-minute flight to LAX Airport in Los Angeles, California. Then travel by a series of vans from LAX to the island of Ocean View campus. 
 
    I slept a great deal of the trip. Once back on campus, I said hi to Carrie. She was incredibly happy to see me and I was happy to see her, but I was exhausted. I asked if we could catch up the next day. She said, “Sure,” and turned off the overhead lights. 
 
    I crawled into bed, bone-weary and soul-shattered. My brain desperately needed sleep in order to cleanse itself and help me process everything I’d experienced in Scotland. 
 
    Before I drifted off, I wondered how Harmony would ever adapt. If I needed sleep this badly, she’d probably need something like hibernation in order to embrace all things human. It would no doubt be a difficult adjustment. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 36 
 
    Graduation arrived before I was emotionally ready for it. Although to be honest, I’d probably never be ready for it. Ocean View was the first place that had ever felt like home to me. 
 
    I picked up my graduation clothing as required. Each magical group had their own unique color. The ghost whisperers had been assigned white: white gauzy dresses for the women, white tuxedos for the guys. I was really happy with that. I tried on my dress and thought it looked stunning, a word I’d never used to describe myself in my entire life. 
 
    I asked Trinity if she’d give me blue streaks in my hair. She said she’d be delighted to do that. She went above and beyond, not only dyeing my hair with blue streaks, but also experimenting with different hairstyles until I found one I liked. 
 
    When the day finally arrived, my friends and I got together at Trinity and Summer’s place, the Shapeshifters House, before heading on over to the building where graduation would be held. Trinity had invited us over for last-minute touch-ups to hair and makeup. She was great, glamorizing us with makeup and sparkles and wielding a brush like a magical wand to get our hair into perfect shape, no flyaway or misplaced strands anywhere. 
 
    Annie wasn’t graduating until the following year (lucky Annie) but she came along to take photos. She said, standing together, we looked like a bouquet of flowers. She was right. We all had gauzy dresses in different colors. Carrie, my roommate for the past two years and fellow ghost whisperer, had a white dress, of course. The shapeshifters, Trinity and Summer, wore bright yellow. Dakota’s dress was dark blue, the color assigned to the witches. Apple, a selkie, wore green, the color of leaves or seaweed. The faeries, Li and Maeve, had dresses that shimmered like dancing rainbows every time they moved. 
 
    Apple pulled out her cell phone and told me to stand next to Annie, so she could take a picture of us together. Annie, my starry-eyed best friend from high school. All we’d been through, good and bad. She looked terrific that day, dressed for our graduation in a pink skirt suit with a white silk blouse and pink leather heels. 
 
    Click. We had a picture to add to our collection of memories. 
 
    When it was time, we headed over to one of the oldest castle buildings on campus, the place where graduations had been held since the beginning of Ocean View College. 
 
    We looked up in wonderment. The sky was shimmering with the aurora borealis, no doubt created by the faeries. 
 
    Senior year students dressed in all the assigned colors were clustered like bouquets, chatting like bees, until it was time to go inside. People who had come to cheer us on were already seated inside. 
 
    Our clue to march up the wide set of steps and down an aisle covered with golden carpet were words written in stars upon the aurora: 
 
    It’s time to step into the future. 
 
    Ushers directed us to the sections assigned to our specific magical groups. I gave each of my friends a quick hug and wished them good luck. 
 
    The ghost whisperers were seated behind the faeries (of course) and the witches. I was glad we weren’t first, but I was also glad we weren’t last. The waiting would have sharpened my anxiety to a razor-sharp point and killed me like a spear. As it was, I felt like I was going to faint or die of a heart attack. 
 
    When the last witch exited the stage, the voice of the President of Ocean View College came over the loudspeakers: “Ghost Whisperers, please rise. Follow the ushers up to the stage.” 
 
    I rose, knees shaking. I made my way to the stage, although I have no memory of doing so. It was a total out-of-body experience. 
 
    And then it was my turn to receive my diploma… 
 
    Galactic Shade Griffin. 
 
    I made my way over to the lectern where the president was standing. She was holding my diploma in her hand, along with several other things. I don’t remember her exact words. I barely remember any distinct parts of the moment itself. But here’s the gist of it… 
 
    I’d graduated, which was a huge relief. Many times in the past four years, I doubted that would ever happen, so it was a thrilling moment when the president actually handed me my diploma. And not only had I graduated, I’d managed to graduate Summa Cum Laude, which is the highest level of academic achievement. 
 
    Awards were given out to quite a few students. I was one of them. Handing me a large manila envelope, the president made an announcement. “To Galactic Shade Griffin, I have the pleasure of handing over a thank you letter and an award from Scotland. For reporting a sunken boat with the remains of two people who had drowned, the Scotland police have issued a special reward to both Galactic Shade Griffin and Li Zhang. The envelope I’m giving to Shade contains a special certificate and a small monetary reward. You’ll also find thank you letters from the couple’s families.” 
 
    The president continued, “Also, every year, Ocean View College awards a stipend to a select group of students to help them as they move forward to set up a career or continue their schooling. Galactic Shade Griffin, you are one of those students.” She handed me a rainbow-colored envelope to open later. 
 
    And then I received a special graduation present that all ghost whisperers and empaths who pass advanced crystal orb and fortune telling classes receive at graduation: a beautiful crystal ball inside a dark blue velvet box. This particular crystal orb was larger and more advanced than any that students use. 
 
    As she handed me the orb, the president said words that seemed to sparkle with magic: “Galactic Shade Griffin, you are now an official graduate of Ocean View College.” 
 
    Applause broke out in the audience. Clapping and yelling. “Woot! Woot!” “Shade! Go, Shade!” A group of people were using noisemakers to add to the celebration. 
 
    I looked out over the audience to see who was making such a ruckus. 
 
    Turns out it was my mom and Aunt Hazel. Annie and my other friends had joined in. And at the very back of the room, there stood Brandon, his little brother and grandmother, along with the ghost of Sister Apollonia and the ghosts I’d met in Romania: Lăcrămioara Dragavei and her daughter, Luminița, and Florina cel Mare and her daughter, Florentina. 
 
    As I stepped down from the stage, the ghosts gave one more cheer. “Woot! Woot! Go, Shade!” And then they disappeared in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Although I didn’t understand the afterlife, I felt comforted to realize that the ghosts who’d played a special part in my life seemed to be keeping tabs on me, showing up at special life moments. That meant a lot to me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 37 
 
    My friends and I had all received stipends. We were thrilled with that. We’d worked hard, taken on great challenges and been rewarded. 
 
    Some of my friends went on for additional schooling. Apple followed her dream, getting accepted to Ocean View’s medical school where she planned to specialize in selkie medicine. That was so incredibly awesome. One day, she’d be Dr. Apple Woods. Dakota got accepted into Ocean View’s graduate program for witches where she’d be specializing in charms and potions. 
 
    Trinity and Summer both got the travel bug. They decided to take special courses for shapeshifters that were offered in Japan. 
 
    Maeve, Li, Carrie, Kai and I made a very different choice. We decided to slow things down for a while. We decided to use our stipends to rent a cottage by the ocean in a small, quiet town in California. Carrie and I plan to set up shop as fortune tellers while we figure out what else we want to do. I think eventually I’d like to be a practicing psychic helping to solve crimes or maybe a newspaper reporter. We’ll see. For now, I want to take walks by the ocean and help people find ways to deal with the future. Maeve and Li plan to do something similar with spells. And Kai will be apprenticing with a local healer. 
 
    Cormag reached out to us. He’s a changed man, a changed kelpie. He felt so guilty over the war he’d started and all that had ensued, he offered to help with the California fires threatening our lives by creating storms and dumping rain on our town and on the town where my mom and Aunt Hazel live whenever needed. We thanked him and suggested he do that for all of California, and for all of the other parched areas in nearby states. He agreed. It was reparation for the sins he’d committed. He embraced it like a man in the desert being handed a bottle of water. To our great surprise, he went even further, volunteering to contact other kelpies, explain how they were freed from the lochs and pools of Scotland and ask their help in alleviating weather conditions that adversely affect humans throughout the world. We were very thankful for his offer. 
 
    Ocean View College made an extraordinary move. They invited the aliens from outer space to join the college—some as students, others as professors. They did this for two main reasons: 1.) to provide them with a safe place to live and work and 2.) to learn from them, as they had incredible specialized knowledge about space and space travel. There was a meeting attended by both college administrators and outer space aliens in which it was decided that a name other than “aliens” would be important in order to integrate them into the Ocean View community. “Alien” signified “the other,” something foreign and strange. The name decided upon was Star Travelers. I thought that was an awesome name! I felt a special bond with our new arrivals. Like me, they had a name based on the stars. Siofra and other faeries she recommended offered to provide any Star Travelers who wanted it a skin color or blend of skin colors common for the human race. Some took the faeries up on their offer; others turned it down. I thought about how Star Travelers showing themselves to be the epitome of outer space aliens as depicted in Roswell would resonate there. I’m sure there would be much celebrating and even more festivals than usual. I just hoped the Star Travelers wouldn’t be taken advantage of, asked to perform under circus tents or anything. 
 
    I also discovered there had been Star Travelers all over the world, previously named the way Nessie the Loch Ness Monster had been named. In fact, right in Northern California, in Lake Tahoe, a Star Traveler had been known as Tahoe Tessie! I was happy to hear she decided to join Ocean View College as a professor. Apparently, she was brilliant and had a tremendous amount of knowledge on space travel. It also turned out not all Space Travelers were female. There were quite a few places where male Space Travelers had been trapped within lochs and lakes. 
 
    Thanks so much for listening to my story. You know where I started. You know where I am in my life. Dear friend, I wish you all the best on your own journey. There’s always hope. There are always sunny days and magical nights that glitter with stars. There’s always the possibility of magic. 
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