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   CHAPTER 1 
 
    I was a bundle of nerves as I headed off to Magic School. 
 
    Two weeks before school started, I’d received a packet in the mail with some pretty cool stuff: a plastic I.D. card on a rope lanyard with my picture on the front and a hologram of one of their castle buildings embedded in it (coolest thing ever!), my dorm room assignment, my list of first semester classes and a college catalog that had lots of information on the school and all the classes they offer. 
 
    I put the lanyard around my neck, tucked the packet into my backpack and opened my suitcase that was half-filled with a weeks’ worth of clothing and the necklace from Brandon the ghost. I’d included a bathing suit and beach towel. I’d heard the Pacific Ocean was cold; but the school was right on a cliff overlooking the ocean and had paths leading down to it, so there was no way I wasn’t going to try swimming there. Especially after the past year living in the dry, dusty desert of New Mexico. 
 
    My mom kept coming into my room, saying things that made me more nervous and jittery than I already was. Things like: “I wish we had more time together, Shade—you know, especially now that I’m sober.” Well, whose fault was that? I couldn’t exactly skip college or put growing up on hold to make up for lost time. Things like: “I’m going to miss you more than you’ll ever know.” And “I don’t know what I’ll do without you.” 
 
    Guilt. Guilt. Guilt. So much guilt. 
 
    I said, “I’m really sorry, mom. This is such a great opportunity for me, though. I’m getting free tuition, room and board. There’s no way I should ever give up this scholarship.” 
 
    Her lip quivered, her eyes welled up with tears that flowed down her cheeks. She wiped them away with her hands. “You’re right. I’ll get out of your way. You look busy.” 
 
    She could have helped me pack, but the idea of helping me with anything never seemed to cross her mind. 
 
    As I grabbed a couple of books to throw into the suitcase, I yelled after her, “I’ll be home for Thanksgiving, you know…And Christmas, too!” 
 
    In a faraway voice, she shouted back, “That’ll be nice, Shade! I’ll look forward to that.” 
 
    The next thing I knew, tears were streaming down my own face. I felt abandoned all over again. This time, just emotionally abandoned. My mom was right there and even wanted me to stay, but I was eighteen years old and needed her emotional support as I tried to make my way in the world. I was never going to get that, any more than I had gotten her protection or care when I was growing up. Well, I’d survived childhood and most of my adolescence so far. I’d survive the next stage of my life. 
 
    I packed up my notebooks and laptop, my art supplies and all the pages I’d created so far in my graphic novel, Leotard Girl. It seemed awfully childish now. I’d grown up a lot ever since Annie went missing and all the things that had happened since then… 
 
    I’d lived a lifetime since that Halloween. 
 
    I know I can be overly dramatic. But it’s true. I’d been through more than most people go through their entire lives. 
 
    I wiped more tears from my face. I swung my backpack and laptop bag over my shoulders. I zipped my suitcase closed, grabbed it by the handle and wheeled it out to the kitchen where my mom was having a cup of coffee. “I’ve got to go outside to wait for the bus now. Can I have a hug?” 
 
    My mom put her cup down—one of those cheap ones from a local Roswell shop that had your typical green alien face with the staring black eyes on it. She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed tight. “I’m going to miss you, Shade. Have a good time at college. Make me proud, OK? I’ll see you at Thanksgiving. Here…” She reached into her pocket and handed me five ten-dollar bills. 
 
    Fifty bucks! I was stunned, considering our usual tight budget. “Are you sure, Mom? I don’t want you giving me your grocery money or anything.” 
 
    “It’s not, Shade. I actually sold some of my paintings in town. I saved this for you.” She looked tired. There were puffy bags under her eyes. 
 
    I gave her another hug. “That’s awesome, Mom! You should paint while I’m gone. See if you can make a go of it.” 
 
    As I turned and headed out the door, my mom followed as far as the front steps to watch me leave. “Don’t forget to call! Call me, OK?” 
 
    I waved with my back facing away from her. “I will, don’t worry.” 
 
    The front door closed. And, with that, the most recent chapter of my life came to a sudden end. 
 
    Kai had been over at her house, the trailer home right next door to mine, packing up her stuff. I found her waiting at the bus stop. 
 
    Her face lit up when she saw me. “We’re actually doing this, Shade! We’re leaving the trailer park and going off to college!” 
 
    Her enthusiasm was contagious. Maybe everything would be all right. 
 
    I wished I felt that everything would be great, but I knew I was heading off to learn how to be a better ghost whisperer. I’d be dealing with disturbed ghosts of people who had died, including some who’d been murdered. I’d have to help them resolve issues that kept them from moving further on into the afterlife. It wasn’t going to be all fun and games. 
 
    I’d gotten outside just in the nick of time. The fanciest bus I’d ever been on—one of those fancy travel ones—pulled up right in front of us on the trailer park road. 
 
    A woman about my mom’s age hopped off the vehicle. She was wearing jeans and a jeans vest, both embroidered with black leafy vines, and a red cap with lava-red lipstick to match. She gave us a huge smile. “Hi, there, girls! Are you Shade and Kai?” 
 
    We showed her our I.D. badges. 
 
    She grabbed our suitcases and loaded them into the baggage compartment on the side of the bus. “Go ahead and get on. Pick any empty seat you’d like. Welcome to the first part of your journey to Ocean View College!” 
 
    As she winked at us, her blue eyes turned golden and those transparent third eyelids that some animals have moved sideways across her eyes and blinked. Oh, my God. She was obviously a shapeshifter. Either that or my imagination was working overtime. 
 
    There weren’t that many kids on the bus—maybe nine or ten. I didn’t actually count them, but we passed by a lot of empty seats. We picked a row in the middle—not too close to the front or too close to the back where the bathroom was located. Oh my God, this bus had a bathroom! I’d never been on anything so fancy, just local buses where you had to be careful how much you drank, so you didn’t have to pee before you got to wherever you were going. 
 
    The seats were roomy and plush and had spacious overhead bins. I leaned over to Kai and whispered in her ear. “Did you notice the bus driver’s eyes?” 
 
    Kai bit her lower lip. I couldn’t tell if she was nervous or happy. “Yeah. Sure did. She’s some kind of reptile shapeshifter. I’d bet my life on it.” She quickly changed the subject. Showing me her copy of a map the school had included in our packets, she traced the blue curving line of a route with her finger. “Look at this, Shade. First, we go to the train station in Albequerque. That should take about three-and-a-half hours. Then we take a train ride from there all the way to California. I never in all my life thought I’d get to do something like this.” 
 
    I’d walked along railroad tracks and been driven over them in a car, but I’d never actually been on a train before. I asked Kai if she had. 
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “Sure. Lots of times. My mom used to take me on local rides when I was a kid. Not an overnight train with sleeper cars like we’re doing this time; but, yeah, I’ve been on trains before. What about you?” 
 
    “Nope. Never.” 
 
    Kai looked back down at the map. “You’re in for a real treat then. They’re fun.” 
 
    After we’d thoroughly inspected the map, Kai folded it up, tucked it away in her backpack and pulled out a book to read. 
 
    With the plush seats and rhythmic hum of the bus, I fell asleep. Next thing I knew, Kai was poking me. “Wake up! We’re here.” 
 
    In a complete fog, I mumbled something stupid like, “Where?” 
 
    Kai sounded worried. “The train station. Hurry up! I don’t want to miss our train.” 
 
    I grabbed my stuff. Well, most of it, anyway. Good thing Kai was more awake than me. I swung my backpack over my shoulder, but completely forgotten I’d placed my laptop under the seat. Kai inspected our entire area—the seats, under the seats, the overhead bin. Dragging my laptop bag out from under the seat, she handed it to me. “I don’t think you want to forget this.” 
 
    Oh, man, no way I’d want to forget that. I realized I really should back up my laptop, as soon as I could afford a hard drive. 
 
    I was stunned to see how many kids were on the bus now. It was about three-quarters full. Weird. The college must have a lot of kids from New Mexico. It made sense, in a way. Kai’s Navajo. She once told me that New Mexico has twenty-three Indian tribes: nineteen Pueblo tribes, three Apache tribes and the Navajo Nation. Lots of people knowing how to spiritually connect with nature. Shamans. Skinwalkers. Empaths. And Roswell had lots of people who claimed they’d been abducted by aliens. I’d had firsthand experience with skinwalkers. Kai had a lot more. I guess kids growing up in those kinds of environments with those kinds of families would develop magical talents. I wondered where mine came from. There certainly wasn’t any magic in my family. Just a lot of booze and drugs and chaos. 
 
    As we stepped off the bus, the driver handed us our suitcases and pointed out where we should stand on the railway platform. Her eyes seemed fully human now. 
 
    A few minutes later, the train came roaring into the station, announcing its arrival with a near-deafening horn and rapidly clicking wheels. Wooooooo! Wooooooo! Click-click-click-click-click-click! …That added to the sound of the railroad crossing signal which was ringing like a bell. Ting! Ting! Ting! Ting! 
 
    I felt excited by all the sights and sounds of the train, as a blast of wind buffeted us and the call of the horn waxed and waned. I wanted to tell Kai how cool I thought it all was, but my voice would have been drowned out by the overpowering noise. 
 
    When the train came to a halt and the doors whooshed open, sets of stairs were lowered on each car. A conductor hopped down the short flight of steps in front of us. Lifting his arm to catch everyone’s attention, he shouted, “All abooooaaard!” 
 
    Kai turned to me. “I’m so disappointed! I thought we’d get one of those old-fashioned steam trains.” 
 
    I seriously could not think of anything to say. I took another look at the train. The cars were silver, all sleek and shiny, with blue and purple stripes along the side. They looked pretty cool to me. 
 
    As I stood there studying the train, Kai nudged me. “Do you have your ticket?” 
 
    Damn. “No I don’t. Sorry. Just wait one second, OK?” 
 
    Lowering my backpack from my shoulder to the concrete platform, I unzipped the front compartment and grabbed the ticket. “Got it!” 
 
    We ended up at the back of the line. When we finally reached the conductor, we handed him our tickets. He was a middle-aged guy with a thick white mustache, twinkly blue eyes and a warm smile. He inspected our tickets through a monocle attached to a golden chain. “You two are together in the same sleeper car: Room A4.” He pointed at the car behind the one where we were standing. “You’re in that one over there. Second floor. Just wave your I.D. in front of the lock to get in. Enjoy your stay with us.” 
 
    Second floor? Holy camole. That was awesome. 
 
    Kai led the way up the short set of movable stairs and into the car, up a longer flight of winding black metal stairs, and through a hallway lined with plush blue carpeting. By the time we reached our room, she seemed a bit more impressed. Waving her I.D. in front of the lock and sliding the door open, she said, “Wow, Shade, look at this!” 
 
    We stepped inside. Kai shut the door and we set about exploring. The room worked like a camping trailer. We each had a small couch that turned into a bed. They were on either side of a picture window with blackout shades. We had our own bathroom. It had a sink, toilet and shower. We could lower a table into the space between our couches. And there was a high shelf above each one where we could store our suitcases. It was amazing. Better, actually, than my bedroom back in the trailer park. 
 
    While I was checking out the bottles of shampoo and liquid soap in our shower and Kai was excitedly describing the contents of a small refrigerator underneath the spot where the table lowered from the wall, someone knocked on our door. I said, “I’ll get it,” and stepped out of the bathroom. 
 
    Opening the door to our cabin, I came face-to-face with one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. I’d never even seen a model that gorgeous. I thought maybe that’s what they looked like in real life. Perhaps magazines and TV didn’t do them justice. I’d always thought that makeup and lighting made them look better, but maybe I was wrong. Her skin had that healthy glow that models’ faces usually do, but there was a kind of shimmering underneath, as if the sparkle makeup that’s so popular was underneath her skin. I was sure it was a makeup trick. I wished I knew how it worked. Her eyes were turquoise, bright and clear and moist. Her lips were full and pink, glossy with the palest pink lipstick. 
 
    When she spoke, her voice sounded musical. I have no idea how she achieved that, but it was absolutely melodic. “Hello…” She looked down at an electronic tablet. “Shade?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Peeking inside our room, she asked, “And…Kai?” 
 
    Kai raised a finger. “Here.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Welcome to Ocean View. My name’s Vanora. I’m one of the college representatives. How are things going so far?” 
 
    We both said, “Great,” at the same time. Intimidated and overcome by shyness, it was like our brains had been wiped clear of the ability to form sentences. Awkward. 
 
    She smiled again. “May I come in?” 
 
    Her friendliness eventually made us feel more comfortable. After showing us how everything in our cabin worked, she gave us a map of the train. It turned out it was filled with Ocean View students and employees. The school had paid for the entire train. In addition to our room, we had access to seats in the common areas, a dining car, a snack bar and a viewing car with windows on every side as well as the roof. All the food was free and we could have as much as we wanted. 
 
    As soon as she left, Kai asked, “Dining car or snack bar?” 
 
    I laughed. “How about both?” 
 
    First, we went to the dining car. They were setting up for dinner, placing china and silverware on white linen tablecloths. We were told we could come back any time between 5:00 and 8:00 PM. 
 
    We decided to go to the snack bar for appetizers, even if that ended up being ice cream or candy. 
 
    The snack bar had an eating area that included five tables with shiny surfaces and metal chairs covered in red plastic cushions. 
 
    I got a banana split. I asked for two scoops of chocolate ice cream and one scoop of strawberry ice cream, along with chocolate and strawberry syrups, nuts and whipped cream, and the banana. Kai got a bowl of warmed apple crisp with two scoops of vanilla ice cream. 
 
    We were enjoying our delicious extravagance when two girls came into the area arguing over something. They ordered pizza, sat down at a table at the far end of the room and continued to bicker. Finally, in order to make some point or win an argument, the one girl flipped her hand over, somehow igniting a blue flame in the center of her palm, and threw it at the other girl. With lightning-fast reflexes, the second girl blocked it with her arm that was suddenly covered in water, her sleeve completely drenched. The fire went out with a hiss. Both girls broke into laughter. 
 
    I studied the serving people behind the counter. No reaction. They looked over at the girls, but went about their work as if nothing extraordinary had happened. 
 
    Kai wasn’t as shocked as I was. She seemed more annoyed than anything else. With her spoon paused midway between her bowl and her mouth, she smirked. “Oh, I see. We’re going to have drama here, too…except it’s going to include all kinds of magic.” She rolled her eyes. 
 
    I thought about the shapeshifter battles. Those were pretty horrifying, but they were confined to shifter abilities. The skinwalkers were pure evil; but, again, their primary weapons involved only the shapes they took. A large dog was more powerful than a cat, but a bear could kill them both. I shivered. Here, there would be all kinds of magic. I wasn’t ready for this. 
 
    We went back to our room and watched a few shows on Kai’s laptop until 5:00, then headed off to the dining car. 
 
    Dinner was great. We had steak, salad, and baked potato covered in butter, sour cream and chives. For dessert, we had New York-style cheesecake dripping with strawberry sauce and topped with whipped cream. I was seriously going to have to watch how much I ate at school, or I was going to develop my own shapeshifting ability: turning into someone twice my size. 
 
    At dinner, we met a few other students and found out more about orientation from one of Ocean View’s staff members. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get back to our cabin. I felt completely and utterly overwhelmed. I was used to a world in which everything felt pretty normal, other than the chaos my mom created. I’d felt weird my whole life because I stood out like a sore thumb at school with my bizarre full name of Galactic Shade Griffin, because my mom was so awfully embarrassing and my dad was missing from my life, and later because I could see and hear ghosts. But this was different. I’d suddenly been thrown into a world where I didn’t even understand how it worked. I didn’t understand the basic rules, the physics. It was like finding myself in a world where gravity doesn’t exist, without the kind of training that astronauts get. I mean, exactly how do you make blue fire in the palm of your hand? 
 
    I didn’t want to know. 
 
    Kai was excited. As we walked out of the dining car, she said, “There’s a get-together in the library tonight. Want to go?” 
 
    I yawned. “No, I don’t think so. I’m really tired. The train has a library?” 
 
    Kai said, “Yeah. I guess so. Isn’t that cool?” 
 
    When we got back to our room, Kai washed her face and changed into a skirt and sweater with black tights. I got into pajamas and pulled a book out of my backpack: a copy of The House of the Spirits by Isabel Allende, assigned reading for my upcoming English Lit class. 
 
    It felt a bit like we were parting ways: Kai off to socialize and start a brand new adventure, me withdrawing and protecting myself from change that was sweeping in too quickly and knocking me off my feet. 
 
    About an hour into reading, I heard a wailing sound. Thinking it was the result of night winds whistling around the train, I turned off the lights and peered outside into the darkness. I could only see whatever was illuminated by the lights on the train, which wasn’t much. Mostly gravel. Dry, withered grass. Once in a while, streetlamps and the twinkling lights of a town pierced the blackness. 
 
    Words began forming somewhere outside the window. I neeeed help. Come back…Heeeelp me… 
 
    The agony inside those cries tugged at my emotions, making me want to run to the conductor and tell him to stop the train. I knew that wouldn’t work. 
 
    I flipped the lights back on and tried to concentrate on The House of the Spirits. It was magical realism in which the ghosts seemed so real, I felt torn between escaping into their fictional world and facing the real ones in my own. 
 
    Eventually, I heard sobbing, the most gut-wrenching sound of pain and desperation. 
 
    Obviously, it was ghosts, wanting me to help. I couldn’t do anything for them. I was just passing through. 
 
    As I flipped a page to the next chapter, something banged hard against the window. I screamed. The book slipped from my shaking hands and landed on the floor. 
 
    Mist formed against the windowpane. Rivulets of water dripped down through it. The mist thickened and began taking shape. I swear I saw two green eyes, peering out through the fog, looking straight at me. 
 
    Then it all evaporated. The view returned to the endless expanse of dry black desert night. I peered upwards. Stars had been sprinkled like shimmering crystals across the darkness. 
 
    I felt like I’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire, trying to avoid the get-together by retreating into the safety of my room. There was no real safety. 
 
    I threw on jeans and a sweatshirt. Following maps on the walls of the train, I went off to find the library. 
 
    I found the motion of the train soothing. It was a home that moved rhythmically with the steady, repetitive sounds of wheels. Clack-clack … Clack-clack … Clack-clack … Clack-clack, along with the underlying whisper of metal wheels gliding along metal tracks. Things jostled gently around inside the cars. I felt like I was surfing, and doing a fairly good job of it. 
 
    Some cars were quiet, everyone in their rooms or somewhere else in the train. 
 
    The hall lights had been dimmed for nighttime and flickered sporadically. Golden illumination shined through bedroom windowpanes. Strips of neon-green light ran along each side of the floor to guide our way. 
 
    I passed through a few raucous cars, kids spilling out into the hallway, chatting or partying. I excused myself as I worked my way through the crowd. 
 
    Eventually, at the very end of the train, I found the library. I opened the door and looked around. 
 
    The library was unlike anything I’d seen on the train so far. It was so wide and high, I thought maybe it worked like one of those pop-out trailers that could be expanded when you got to wherever you were staying. This was different, though. The train was moving. A wider car should cause air resistance and slow the train down. But what did I know? That was probably built into our travel schedules. 
 
    A girl a few years older than me crossed the room. She had that same glowing skin that seemed to shimmer underneath as the woman who’d shown us around our room. Her eyes were lilac, clear and bright and shiny with specks of turquoise around the pupils. She was wearing a beautiful spandex leotard shirt under a white gauzy V-neck blouse. The leotard was skintight and covered in sequins. “Hello. Are you new here? A freshman?” Her voice had that same mesmerizing musical quality. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I realized afterwards that I sounded like an idiot, but I felt at a loss for words. 
 
    “My name’s Carmina. I’m one of the Orientation Leaders. This is the train’s library. If you want to read here tonight, there’s a tiny room with a couple of chairs over there.” She pointed at a door across the room. “Are you here to read or socialize?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a friend, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, sure. Feel free to look around. You can join in anywhere you’d like, get to know your fellow schoolmates.” She smiled and walked away. 
 
    The floor was covered in thick Oriental carpeting: red with flowery designs in blue, white and gold. It cushioned my feet as I moved through the room. Kids were gathered around mahogany tables, sitting in matching chairs. Other kids were standing along the sides of the train car in groups. The room was noisy with laughter, discussions and debates over subjects I couldn’t make out with the overall din. Music floated on the air—mostly drowned out, suddenly making itself known during drops in the level of conversation. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, gently swaying with the movement of the train, adding a melodic tinkling sound. 
 
    At one table, kids were playing poker. At another, reading lines aloud from a play. At a third, debating a serious topic, something about prejudice causing a certain group to go underground. Another group was simply eating pizza and chatting; they looked like old friends. 
 
    Finally, I found Kai standing at the back of the room, her arms folded across her chest. She seemed happy to see me. “Shade, I didn’t expect to see you here! Did you get bored?” 
 
    I ignored the question. “What are you up to? How are things going?” 
 
    Unfolding her arms, Kai shoved her hands into her pockets. “Fine. We’re waiting for a table to open up.” Looking around, she gestured with her chin toward a guy behind her. He had buzz-cut blond hair, silver studs along each of his earlobes and the most unusual and awesome turquoise eyes. “That’s Nico. He’s organizing a game of Truth or Dare, for students to get to know each other. He especially thought freshmen should join in.” 
 
    A tremor passed through my fingertips and my knees felt weak. At least Kai was there. I hated being put on the spot, especially with people I didn’t know. 
 
    As soon as the kids reading play lines got up to leave, Nico rushed over and claimed their table, then waved at everyone in our group to grab a seat. Kai and I sat next to each other. There were seven chairs and our group filled all of them. 
 
    A tall, willowy girl with high cheekbones and a bored expression sat down next to Nico. Dark, silky hair fell across her shoulders. Her hazel eyes were bright and clear. She tossed a plain cardboard box with Truth or Dare written on the lid in black magic marker into the middle of the table. 
 
    Nico nodded his head. “Hey, Isabella. You want to lead the game, or you want me to do it?” 
 
    She grabbed the box and slid it toward him. “It’s all yours, buddy. Just watch what you make me do…or you’ll regret it.” She laughed. 
 
    Isabella had an awesome Latino accent. I wished I could sound like that. Then introducing myself wouldn’t be quite so awkward. 
 
    Lifting the lid off the box and taking out two decks of cards wrapped in rubber bands, Nico addressed all of us. “So, how many of you are freshmen?” 
 
    Kai and I raised our hands. So did one of the guys. He had brown eyes and thick dark hair—both on his head and arms—and long bangs that he kept brushing out of his face. He had a lot of nervous energy. 
 
    Nico said, “OK, first Truth question. An easy one to get us started. Everyone has to do this one. No Dare on this round. What is your full name?” 
 
    I felt that same anxiety I experienced at the beginning of every school year. First came my name being announced. Next, came laughter and heaps of abuse from fellow classmates. I wanted to cry. I hadn’t even gotten to the college campus yet. Personally, this felt more like Dare than Truth to me. 
 
    Nico said, “We’ll start with me and go clockwise around the table. I’m Nico Callaway.” 
 
    Sitting to the clockwise side of Nico, the tall, willowy girl said, “Hey, everyone. I’m Isabella Camila Fuentes.” 
 
    Having sat down on the other side of Nico, I realized that I’d be last. Kai would be right before me. Nervous about my turn, I had trouble concentrating on everyone’s names. 
 
    After Isabella, a muscular guy with intense green eyes, shaved head, and a tiger tattoo crawling down his right bicep took his turn. “I’m Xander Cartwright.” 
 
    Next, a girl with spiky purple hair, blue eyes, and dragon earrings wrapped around her earlobes said, “Hi, everyone. I’m Natalia Irving.” 
 
    Then the freshman guy spoke up. “Hey. I’m Robert Everett McKinley. My initials spell REM—as in Rapid Eye Movement or REM sleep.” He laughed. 
 
    No one else did. 
 
    Only Nico commented. Pointing at Robert and winking, he said, “Clever. We won’t easily forget that one.” 
 
    No kidding. It was stuck in my head like an earworm. 
 
    After the awkwardness of REM’s introduction passed, Kai introduced herself. She had such an awesome name: Kai Zahnii. It was exotic, but simple and pronounceable. It rolled off your tongue, yet sounded intriguing. 
 
    I was just about to say my name when we got interrupted. I hadn’t noticed before, but there were waitresses taking orders in the room. A young woman wearing a short skirt and an old-fashioned peasant blouse interrupted our discussion in a loud voice. “Anyone here want something to eat or drink?” 
 
    Natalia said, “I’ll have a plate of cookies and Ocean Potion.” 
 
    Ocean Potion? 
 
    Isabella addressed the waitress. “We have freshmen here.” 
 
    Letting the stylus dangle from the electronic tablet in her hands, the waitress said, “Oh, right,” and dashed off. 
 
    Nico pointed at me, “OK, your turn.” 
 
    Not expecting to have to introduce myself until after we’d placed our orders, I felt my heart speed up, threatening to jump out of my chest and make a run for it. I just blurted it out: “Galactic Shade Griffin.” A Dare all wrapped up as Truth. 
 
    Robert brushed the bangs out of his face and looked at me with widened eyes. “Seriously? Galactic Shade Griffin?” 
 
    I was about to say something mean and spiteful. Something like: Yeah, what about it? At least my arms don’t look like I’m the next generation descended from apes. You know, something super-mature like that, when Robert said, “Man, that is so cool! I’d give anything to have a name like that. How’d you get it?” He fidgeted with his hands and rubbed his knuckles. “I mean, did you get it from your parents or did you make it up later…you know, like a nickname or an avatar screen name?” 
 
    Yeah, that’s me: Avatar Galactic Shade Griffin. If only I could be a real girl. 
 
    I tried to keep my voice from shaking. It came out more high-pitched than normal. “My mom gave it to me.” 
 
    He said, “Wow. You must have a really creative mom.” 
 
    Oh, yeah, she’s creative all right. 
 
    Thank God, the waitress returned just then. She placed a bunch of menus on the table. “OK, for all of you who are new here, the drink section explains how different drinks go better with different kinds of magical abilities and there are warnings for who’s not gonna feel so great after certain drinks. You want to avoid those. I’ll give you a minute.” 
 
    Kai and I looked at each other, basically communicating via facial expression: Whaaaat? 
 
    Once I knew that Kai felt as confused as me, I studied the menu. First of all, what the heck was Ocean Potion? 
 
    Ocean Potion. Specifically designed for Mermaids and Selkies who now walk on land, this green drink with its white frothy topping will make you feel right at home and incredibly relaxed. WARNING: Not for Werewolves. Chances are, it will make you feel out of sorts, and who wants that? 
 
    I looked over at Natalia. Was she a mermaid? Or…a what? A selkie? I planned to look that up as soon as I got back to my room. 
 
    And…werewolves…here? 
 
    My head started swimming as I read through the drink menu. Almost nothing stuck. I was too nervous to concentrate. Scanning for ghost whisperer…Did they even have that?…I finally found a drink specifically designed for us. There must be more students like me at Ocean View. 
 
    Pure Spirits. Specifically designed for Ghost Whisperers. Often enjoyed by Empaths. No, Pure Spirits doesn’t mean alcohol. Unless you’re twenty-one years of age or over. Then you’re free to order the Super Spirit, which is Pure Spirits with liquor added for that extra kick. Pure Spirits will simply put you in a heavenly state where you can take a mini-vacation from all those ghost calls. For Empaths, you can check out for a change, lower the intensity of all those feelings around you. WARNING: Not for those who don’t have magical powers. You’ll feel kinda funny with this one. Also, if you’re a Ghost Whisperer or Empath, abstain from this drink when you need your powers to remain at their normal level of performance. 
 
    The picture looked nice. A pretty pink drink with white foam on top, sprinkled with what looked like sparkly purple sugar. 
 
    When the waitress returned, I watched what everyone ordered. 
 
    Nico ordered Flaming Spell. 
 
    I quickly glanced down at my menu. Flaming Spell. Designed especially for Witches and Warlocks, this will put a spell on even the coolest customer. WARNING: Not recommended for Shapeshifters, especially hairy ones. You don’t want to catch on fire right before or during a shift. Talk about getting burned! 
 
    Was Nico a warlock? I nonchalantly grabbed my cell phone and made a note to myself: Nico Callaway: Warlock? 
 
    I added: Natalia Irving: Mermaid or Selkie? NOTE: Find out what a Selkie is. 
 
    Next, Xander ordered a cheeseburger, french fries and a Color Shifter. I looked up the drink he ordered on the menu. Color Shifter. For all you Shapeshifters out there, this drink reflects your experience. Although it doesn’t change shape … You wouldn’t want your drink to suddenly change into a solid or disappear into gas form, now would you? … it does change color, several times. While you sip this delicious concoction, you can delight in its ever-changing colors. For a special treat, order the Neon Color Shifter. It’s exactly what you think it is: a drink that changes color, but always in neon. WARNING: This drink is only for Shapeshifters. Anyone else may feel mental confusion after drinking this. Although Empaths might be able to tolerate this drink, it will send them through a cascading series of changing states of mind. 
 
    I made a note on my cell phone. Xander Cartwright: Shapeshifter? 
 
    Next, I placed my order: chocolate donut with chocolate icing and Pure Spirits. When in Rome … If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em … and all that stuff. Plus I was mighty curious about those drinks. I wondered how I’d feel. Man, if Pure Spirits really blocked out ghost sounds, I’d be ordering another one to take back to my room. I wondered if they had room service on the train. 
 
    Kai ordered right after me. She asked for a plate of cookies and Empath Escape. It was pretty cool that both empaths and ghost whisperers could tolerate Pure Spirits, but it made sense that Kai would want to try something more specifically designed for someone with her abilities. I read the description. Empath Escape. Specifically designed for Empaths. Often enjoyed by Ghost Whisperers. This will ease your empathy abilities, just enough to allow you to mellow out and not feel all the pain and suffering around you. Don’t worry … You’ll still empathize with others, just not at your usually intense level. This drink is your mini-vacation from your vocation. WARNING: Not for those who don’t have magical powers. You’ll feel kinda funny with this one. Also, if you’re a Ghost Whisperer or Empath, abstain from this drink when you need your powers to remain at their normal level of performance. 
 
    I thought it was cool that ghost whisperers could also enjoy Empath Escape and the warnings on our drinks were the same. The picture for Empath Escape was pretty: sky-blue liquid topped with whipped cream resembling clouds. 
 
    Looking up from his menu, Robert addressed the waitress. “I’d like a steak sandwich and a Color Shifter.” 
 
    Oh my God, those hairy arms. What kind of shifter was he? Werewolf? Bear? As I glanced over at Kai, she raised her eyebrows. That said it all. Holy camole. We weren’t in Kansas anymore. 
 
    Isabella placed her order last: a slice of blueberry pie with whipped cream and a Flaming Spell. 
 
    I typed two more entries into my cell phone. Robert Everett McKinley: Shapeshifter? Isabella Camila Fuentes: Witch? I thought it funny how at any other school referring to someone as a witch would be a huge insult. 
 
    While we waited for our food and drinks to arrive, Nico gave us another required Truth question: What school year are you about to start at Ocean View? We went around the table answering. 
 
    It turned out Nico and Isabella were juniors, Natalia and Xander were sophomores and Kai, Robert and I were freshmen. 
 
    After that last Truth question, Isabella nudged Nico with her elbow. When he looked at her, she simply looked back. He said, “Yeah, right. Right.” There was an obvious kind of telepathy going on between them. Normally, I’d think they were longtime close friends or they were dating. But, here, who knows? It might actually be some kind of mind-reading. 
 
    Grabbing each deck of cards one at a time and shuffling them, Nico said, “OK. Let’s get started on Truth or Dare. We’ll go clockwise around the table. I’ll start with…let’s see…the girl with the cool name: Galactic Shade Griffin.” 
 
    I must have blushed a million shades of red. I wanted to disappear … poof! … or die … or slide under the table, melt into the floorboards and get poured onto the train tracks. At that moment, I would have given anything to be a shapeshifter, to possess the ability to change into an animal, or even an insect, and hightail it out of there. If I was a bee or a mosquito or a fly, I could shrink down to a buzzing speck and fly away. 
 
    I managed to mumble, “I prefer to be called Shade. Just Shade.” 
 
    Robert said, “Right. Everybody, you can just call me Bob.” Looking at me, he added, “Man, if I had your name, I’d totally go by Galactic.” 
 
    I think I glared at him. I was not going by Galactic. And we were not going to discuss this. 
 
    Saved once again by the waitress, we were served the drinks we’d ordered. As soon she placed the tall rainbow-tinted glass containing Pure Spirits in front of me, I took a long drag on the straw. The concoction was delicious. It tasted like strawberry with a hint of coconut and vanilla, although not exactly. The overall taste was different than anything else I’d ever had. 
 
    A few minutes later, a waiter approached our table, pushing a cart that contained two tall glasses, several shot glasses and a collection of amber-tinted bottles. “So, who ordered the Flaming Spells?” 
 
    When Nico and Isabella raised their hands, he pushed the cart next to them. 
 
    “OK. Now, for a bit of dramatic flair…” Picking up one of the glasses, the waiter poured in three layers of colorful liquid from the bottles: first, purple; then golden liquid that reminded me of the sun; and finally, dark blue that reminded me of night. Then he snapped on a lighter designed to look like a wand. Setting the top layer aflame, he placed the first glass in front of Isabella. A green flame danced like a ghost on top of her drink. 
 
    Then he prepared the same drink for Nico, set fire to the surface, and served the colorful potion with a flourish. 
 
    Lifting their glasses and clinking them together, Nico and Isabella made a toast. “To the new school year.” 
 
    With the two flames dancing and shimmying on the surface of their Flaming Spells, they both took a sip. 
 
    Robert said, “Ouch. Doesn’t that hurt?” 
 
    Isabella laughed, her voice melodic with a sound that reminded me of wind chimes. “No, not at all. The flame is cool.” 
 
    Nico cleared his throat. “OK, Shade, here’s your question: What’s one of the most humiliating things that ever happened to you in high school?” 
 
    One of the most humiliating things? That had to be the most perfect question for me ever. I could have taken up the entire rest of the game, giving an endless list of humiliating events, starting with my freakish name being brought up at the beginning of every single school year. I narrowed it down and picked one situation I thought would be entertaining, now that it was in the past. “Well, there was this day that my mom drove me to school in her van that was old and rusty. She happened to be wearing this long hippie kind of dress that hung all the way down to her ankles. It was bright yellow, covered in a design that involved purple tulips and neon-green leaves. She had on bright red lipstick and heavy purple eye shadow. And she decided to walk me into the school building. Now, this was at the start of the school year at a brand new school.” I looked around the table. Everyone was looking at me like they completely understood. “So, to make matters worse, the principal decides to flirt with her. Yeah, that’s one of the most humiliating things that ever happened to me in high school.” 
 
    Nico smiled. “Good one.” Moving the card with my question under the deck, he asked Kai the next one. “What’s the saddest thing that’s ever happened to you?” 
 
    A look of anguish washed over Kai’s face. “I’m not answering that. Give me a Dare.” 
 
    Before Nico had a chance to read the first Dare card, the waitress stopped by with our food. After placing the last plate on the table, she asked, “Anyone here want anything else?” 
 
    I immediately ordered another glass of Pure Spirits. Miraculously, it made me feel calmer. It was so noisy in the library car, I’m not sure I could have heard ghosts from outside the train even if I’d wanted to, but maybe my brain registered them on a subliminal level and Pure Spirits helped knock out the transmission. Whatever. I was able to joke about my mom, her stupid van and stupid dress and Principal Lafferty, and that was something I never thought I’d do. 
 
    Kai ordered another Empath Escape. Maybe that was helping her to feel better, too. I couldn’t wait to ask her. 
 
    Robert ordered a cheeseburger. I couldn’t believe his appetite. A steak sandwich with a cheeseburger chaser. 
 
    Nico ordered a cup of coffee. And Isabella ordered a cappuccino. 
 
    As the waitress turned away to fill the orders, Nico read the first Dare card: “Run around the room clucking like a chicken.” 
 
    Kai stiffened. I thought she might refuse. Finally, she stood up from her chair and walked away. I thought she might be leaving, going back to our room. But, nope, she started walking around the library, weaving around groups of people, flapping her arms like a chicken with her hands tucked under her armpits, and making clucking sounds. Puck-puck-puck-puuuuck. Puck-puck-puck-puuuuck. 
 
    Well, OK, then. Empath Escape to the rescue, apparently. 
 
    The waitress returned, handing out more food and drinks. Robert bit into his cheeseburger. I took another sip of Pure Spirits. Kai plunked herself back down in her chair and took a long gulp of Empath Escape. 
 
    Then it was Xander’s turn. 
 
    Nico slid the top card off the Truth pile. “What is your innermost secret?” 
 
    A look of anguish crossed over Xander’s face, the same as it had for Kai. I started to get the impression that we were one pitiful group of tortured souls. I wondered how much drama there would be at college. 
 
    Xander grimaced. “OK … OK … OK…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if he was stalling for time or struggling to find the words to answer the question. 
 
    Finally, he asked Nico a question. “Can I show you my answer?” 
 
    “Sure. As long as no one gets hurt, it’s fine.” Nico winked at Xander. 
 
    Xander took a long swig of his Color Shifter just as it turned from dark blue to violet. Stretching out his arms and squeezing his eyes closed, he made a kind of grunting sound. A few students standing near our table turned to look at him. 
 
    I studied his arms. His biceps were huge; the right one displayed the tiger tattoo. His orange T-shirt stretched tightly across his muscular chest. The more he concentrated, the more pronounced his muscles and the tiger became. 
 
    I blinked. I thought I was seeing things. 
 
    Thick, coarse hair began sprouting on Xander’s arms—and not just on his lower arms, but also on his biceps. Eventually, the tiger image disappeared under hair as thick as animal fur. 
 
    I looked over at Nico and Isabella. They were watching Xander intently, but they didn’t seem shocked or alarmed. 
 
    Xander’s face deformed, so that he had a huge ridge over his eyebrows. His head expanded, to the point where the section above the ridge was as large as the part of his head below it. His canine teeth grew longer and sharper. Growling at us, he bared them like fangs. His hands became covered with thick black fur. Balling them into fists, he raised them above his chest. As he slammed them against his chest, a few students standing near our table moved away to the far wall or left the library completely. 
 
    Finally, Nico said, “OK. Anyone guess his innermost secret?” Laughing, he added, “Hurry up now. We’re playing with fire here.” 
 
    Nervously, I blurted out, “He’s a shapeshifter?” 
 
    Nico said, “You are correct. What kind?” 
 
    Kind? … Kind? What did he mean? My brain locked up out of terror. I wasn’t sure what he meant. 
 
    Kai saved the day. “Obviously, gorilla, although I’m guessing that he can shift into a variety of different creatures.” 
 
    Nico clapped. “Yes. We have a knowledgeable freshman here.” 
 
    Isabella looked at Xander with intensity. “OK, you should change back now.” 
 
    Xander growled. He reached toward Isabella and swiped at the air with what had become an enormous gorilla hand. Then, he gradually changed back into fully human form. The extra hair appeared to shrink and then dissolve under his skin. The tiger tattoo reappeared on his arm. 
 
    When the transformation back into human form was complete, Xander shook his head and rubbed his arms. He took a sip of Color Shifter and looked down at the table. “Being a shapeshifter has been my deepest, darkest secret since I first discovered that I was one at fourteen years old. I’m a sophomore now. It’s no longer a secret at college, but I still hide it back home.” 
 
    Isabella said, “I know the feeling.” Turning her hands over, palms facing upward, she ignited a green flame in her right hand and a purple one in her left. “It gets easier. Once you claim your magic in the universe, no one can take it away from you.” 
 
    We played Truth or Dare for about half an hour after that. Then Nico suggested we give the table to a group of students who’d been patiently waiting their turn. 
 
    Robert didn’t share much during his turns. He chose Dares and handled them in relatively easy ways. When his dare involved doing something out of his comfort zone, he simply went over to the table next to us and introduced himself. No one seemed too interested. A few people said, “Hi,” or waved, and that’s about it. Robert blushed, walked back over to our table and sat back down. “That was definitely out of my comfort zone.” 
 
    As Kai and I walked away, Robert—or Bob, if he really wanted to be called that—worked his way around students flocking to our table in order to catch up with us. “Hey, you guys, you want to do something?” 
 
    I turned around and stared him down. “You really want to be called Bob?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” 
 
    I found that exasperating. Robert was a perfectly fine name, but he was making an awfully big deal about it. “What do you mean, ‘Why not?’ What do you usually go by?” 
 
    Pushing his hair back from his forehead, he said, “Robert. Usually Robert.” 
 
    “Then I’ll call you Robert. Changing Robert to Bob isn’t the same as me asking to be called Shade instead of Galactic or my whole name. Who goes by their whole name, anyway?” 
 
    Kai interrupted. Turning to Robert, she asked, “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Robert looked confused for a second, then remembered why he’d approached us. “I don’t know, actually. I just thought … well, we’re all freshmen … maybe we oughta explore the train a bit.” 
 
    I felt overwhelmingly tired and kind of at peace with myself. I blamed the Pure Spirits. “I’ll pass. I think I’m going back to our room for a bit.” I stared intently at Kai, trying to communicate that I wanted to talk to her. I was dying to know how the Empath Escape had affected her. I also wanted to know what she thought about there being shapeshifters at our school and Xander starting to shapeshift right in front of us, plus the control he had to start shifting and then completely turn back to human form on command. 
 
    Kai never looked over at me. Instead, she played with the end of her braids and answered Robert. “Sure. I’d love to explore some more.” When she finally turned to me, she said, “Come on, Shade, it’ll be fun.” 
 
    Again, I stared intently at Kai, opening my eyes wide and raising my eyebrows. “Sorry, I really want to go back to our room.” Hint. Hint. 
 
    Either Kai was being especially dense or she was ignoring me. Or … yeah, that was probably it … the Empath Escape had lowered her sense of empathy that allowed her to be in sync with me. 
 
    We walked together out into the hallway, then parted ways. Kai and Robert went off to explore. I went back to our room. 
 
    Closing the door, I was enveloped in silence and an incredible feeling of sadness. 
 
    I sat down on the couch that would later become my bed and lifted the blackout shade. Wherever we were on our journey, there weren’t any trees. The moon had risen or come out from behind clouds. It bathed the flat landscape in a white sheen. A group of animals the size of coyotes ran across the field, black shapes lit by moonlight. 
 
    I listened. There were no sounds other than those created by the train and its movement against the tracks. 
 
    No ghosts. No cries. 
 
    That reminded me. I’d forgotten to ask for an extra drink of Pure Spirits to bring back to my room. Noticing a plastic binder on the shelf next to the spot where the table could be lowered, I grabbed it to check if there was room service. There was! Twenty-four hours a day. Limited menu. All drinks available, however, round the clock. Since we had a refrigerator, I ordered two—one for right away and one for later—using an intercom system on the wall. The menu said, Press 2 for Room Service, so I did. 
 
    While I waited, I looked out the window, letting the repetitive movement and sounds of the train lull me into a state of calm where worrying and overthinking dissipated like dew on grass at the start of a cool night following a warm day. 
 
    The knock on the door startled me. 
 
    I opened the door to a short petite woman with glowing black skin and blue hair streaked with silver. She was wearing a short skirt and peasant blouse, obviously the uniform for female food servers. Our waitress in the library had been wearing the same kind of outfit. Smiling, she said, “Special delivery. Pure Spirits.” 
 
    I invited her in. Lowering the table, she placed a tray holding two beautiful rainbow-swirled glasses on top of it. “There you go. Just put the tray and glasses outside your door and buzz us on the intercom when you want it picked up. Have a good night.” 
 
    She let herself out. 
 
    I placed one glass in the refrigerator, hoping the white foam wouldn’t disintegrate over time. Then I carried the other one over to the couch and took a long drag on the straw. 
 
    At first, I felt peaceful. It was almost like floating through the universe. Like I was on the cusp of understanding everything. 
 
    Then, suddenly, I was overwhelmed by the sadness I’d felt on returning to my room and being enveloped in quiet. I set the drink down, pulled my knees up to my chest and started sobbing. 
 
    What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
    In an instant, I knew. 
 
    It was everything. Everything was so different here. In all my old schools and neighborhoods, I was a weirdo. My mother was a weirdo. We stood out. We were mocked and ostracized. Eventually, I found a small tribe wherever I went. My mother’s tribe was not my tribe. 
 
    Becoming a ghost whisperer was like leveling up in weirdness. That made me way different than most people. For a long time, I didn’t think it was a skill, anything to do with me exactly. My mom had moved us into a haunted house. I shared the attic with Brandon the Ghost. He showed up and talked to me. That’s all. Eventually, he introduced me to his brother Neil and his grandmother who were also ghosts. 
 
    I saw ghosts that were haunting a house. That happens to lots of people. 
 
    But, then, I heard the ghost girl crying out in the desert near Roswell and Kai informed me that I was a ghost whisperer. 
 
    Eventually, the floodgates opened. I started hearing the cries of lots of ghosts who needed help. It’s like word had gotten out in the great beyond: Shade’s open for business! Like Gabriella and the sign outlined in colorful lights in her front yard: Psychic Gabriella Underwood—Reasonable Prices to Learn Your Future! 
 
    Although I didn’t get paid, I had been given a full-ride scholarship to Ocean View. I guess that was payment enough for someone my age. 
 
    Had I somehow signaled a sign to all the ghosts out there that I had opened up shop as a ghost whisperer? If so, what were my responsibilities? Could I pick and choose my clients like fortune tellers and lawyers do? 
 
    I picked up the cool frothy glass of Pure Spirits, purple sugar sparkling in the dim light over the couch, and took a long sip. I realized that the classes in ghost whispering taught at Ocean View would probably answer all my questions. For now, I really didn’t want to think about it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
    Apparently, I fell asleep. The next morning, I found myself on the couch, covered with a blanket. 
 
    Kai was asleep in her bed. 
 
    Somehow, I’d slept through the noise of her entering our room and turning her couch into a bed. I must have been exhausted. Either that or Pure Spirits had quieted my mind to a degree I hadn’t experienced in years. 
 
    I lifted up the bottom of the blackout shade to see where we were. We were passing through a stretch of farmland. A landscape filled with green fields, orchards and people working the fields. Off in the distance, a dust devil was spinning like a top over dry, dusty, non-irrigated soil. 
 
    A voice penetrated my moment of quietude. Over the loudspeaker, an announcement: Time to pack up your things and get ready for departure. We’ll be pulling into the station in one hour and five minutes. 
 
    Kai lifted her head from her pillow and rubbed her face. “What did they say?” 
 
    I dropped the shade and flipped on the overhead light. “We’re arriving at the station in an hour.” 
 
    Sitting up and placing her feet on the floor, Kai smiled. “Wow. We’re getting closer, Shade. I’m feeling a bit scared, but also excited. Last night was amazing.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was. Where did you go after the library?” 
 
    Pushing her bed back into the shape of a couch and pulling her suitcase down from the shelf, Kai said, “I explored the train for maybe half an hour with Robert. Then I did something really stupid. We went to a nightclub set up in one of the train cars. It was really cool. It was mostly lit with blue and green lights that made it feel like the club was underwater. There were lots of tables with white tablecloths that glowed in the dim light. A rock band was playing at the far end of the train car and people were dancing in the area in front of them and in between tables. Robert and I went up to the bar. I had really mixed feelings about him. I was pretty sure he’s a shifter. You know, ’cause he ordered a Color Shifter. And I don’t know, I hate to judge a book by its cover, but he totally looks the part.” 
 
    I nodded emphatically. “Yeah, he does.” 
 
    Kai sat down on her couch and pulled some clothes out of her suitcase. “This doesn’t have anything to do with him, it was just me being curious and rebellious and stupid, but I ordered a Neon Color Shifter. Robert looked at me with surprise. He asked if I was a shifter. I said, ‘Not as far as I know.’ The menu had a warning for empaths not to drink the Color Shifters. Remember? It said we could probably tolerate the drink, but it would put us through a cascading series of changing states of mind. I stupidly wanted to find out what that meant. Plus I wanted to see if Robert would order one and admit to me if he was a shifter.” 
 
    “So, what happened?” 
 
    Grabbing the clothes she’d taken out of her suitcase, Kai stood up. “I better go get ready. Mind if I use the bathroom first?” 
 
    I waved. “No problem. You’ve gotta tell me what happened, though. Maybe after we get to school?” 
 
    Kai clutched the small pile of clothes to her chest. “Sure. Long story short: Don’t disobey guidelines meant for your safety here in magicland. About halfway through the Neon Shifter, I felt like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole. There was definitely a cascading effect. It was frightening. I’m not even sure what it was exactly. I think I was picking up thoughts and feelings of everyone in the room; but quickly, all in snippets and at a really fast pace. Kind of like a movie projector speeded up until things don’t make a whole lot of sense. I think I even picked up on things that other people were sensing with their magical abilities.” Kai looked at me intently, with fear in her eyes. “I heard ghosts crying, Shade. I think there must have been ghost whisperers in the room whose thoughts I was picking up on—like I was a satellite dish or a cell tower or something.” 
 
    Kai shook her head, as though to dislodge the memory. “Well, anyway, we can talk about it later; but I better go take a shower if we’re going to be ready in time.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
    The train stopped at a deserted station in the middle of nowhere. Made of white alabaster, the front of the building was carved with intricate designs. The station shimmered in the brilliant sun. 
 
    Exiting the train, we found buses waiting for us. Once again, Kai and I got to travel in one of those nice, comfortable buses with plush seats and a bathroom on board. And every seat had a paper bag on it that turned out to be lunch. 
 
    I watched out the window as we drove through desert. I saw a couple of coyotes and lots of ravens. Those ravens were scary creatures—at least the size of a cat and vicious with their prey. 
 
    Opening my paper-bag lunch, I discovered a hoagie made with cold cuts, cheese and lettuce. I opened a small container of salad dressing and drizzled it on top. Chowing down on that, munching on potato chips and sipping from a bottle of water, I felt content. 
 
    About half an hour later, we arrived at a bus depot on the top of a cliff overlooking the ocean. The buses continued down a narrow, winding road, snaking around corners at the edge of the cliff. My heart started beating rapidly and my hands trembled. I squished the paper bag into a pancake and dropped it under my seat. 
 
    Pulling down the window shade, I selected some nice, calming music on my cell phone. I closed my eyes and tried to shut out the images my mind kept conjuring of us driving off the cliff and smashing into its rocky side, over and over again as we plummeted downward, finally smashing onto the shore and rolling into the ocean. There, in the watery depths, I heard ghosts crying and then became one. 
 
    One thing I’m certainly not is a psychic. My mind is often filled with dread, but not great at predicting safer futures. 
 
    We arrived safely at the bottom of the cliff, close to the water’s edge. 
 
    Over a loudspeaker, the driver announced, “Please grab your stuff. Make sure you don’t forget anything. We’re not able to track you down and return it. For all you freshmen: You’re almost at Ocean View. Next step is taking a ferry out to the college campus. Good luck with your first semester! It will be a great adventure.” 
 
    Stepping off the bus, I heard ocean waves pounding against the beach. The scent of saltwater hung in the air. Gulls flew overhead, gliding on the wind, calling to each other. The wind whipped my hair around my face. 
 
    Kai nudged me and pointed out to sea. 
 
    There, partially shrouded in mist, was a fleet of the most beautiful boats I’d ever seen. The sides were painted with a variety of ocean creatures—some real, some fantastical—against the background of various pastel colors. 
 
    As they pulled into the docks, we were given instructions. Freshmen were to board any of the pink ships. Kai and I chose one decorated with manatees and mermaids. 
 
    We ran up to the top deck and grabbed a spot along the railings. 
 
    As the ferry pulled away from the dock, my stomach felt like a bowl of jellyfish cavorting round and round. It was a combination of excitement, nerves and apparently I’m not meant to be a sailor. I felt a bit seasick. 
 
    I wanted to enjoy the scenery, the cool fresh air blowing against my skin, the scent of saltwater, but I needed to devote all my concentration to keeping my lunch down. 
 
    As we entered a large cloud of mist, my stomach calmed. All around us, people started pointing and exclaiming about something. It turned out we’d gained a dolphin escort: hundreds of them leaping in and out of the waves, traveling at an impressive speed alongside our ferry. 
 
    I swear I saw a mermaid within the pod of dolphins. Every so often, I saw the flash of a glittering green tail, a human face, blond hair. 
 
    And then the crying started. From out of the depths of the ocean, cries amplified by water. 
 
    What the hell was I supposed to do? Dive off the ship and rescue them? Stay underwater until I resolved their issues? Join them in Davy Jones’ Locker, becoming trapped myself in those murky depths? 
 
    As the ferry exited the cloud, the cries stopped. I never saw the mermaid again. Perhaps it was all my imagination. Maybe sun glinting off the blue water and the clicks and whistles of dolphins turned into cries by the blustery wind. 
 
    I watched the dolphins gracefully navigating the water. I wondered what they were thinking. Were they racing the ferry or just hanging out with us? Were they guiding the way? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
    As we approached the island, our view of it became increasingly clear. It reminded me of photos I’d seen of Ireland, sites where livable land sat atop rocky cliffs. Here, the entire island seemed to have risen out of the sea, pushed there by growing rock. 
 
    The ferries pulled into docks that extended from a sandy beach into the dark blue water. Frothy waves lapped against the boats and slithered up and down the posts. On each dock, the color of the posts matched the color of the ferry pulling up to it. 
 
    There were people waiting on every dock, ready to catch the ropes thrown to them. Once that happened, they worked quickly and efficiently to wrap the ropes around what looked like large metal hooks. 
 
    After the boats were secured, we were told to gather our things and go wait on the beach. “Stay with your groups. You’ll be traveling up to the campus by bus.” 
 
    Another bus? I was exhausted. 
 
    It was exciting, though, to be living so close to the ocean. As we walked the planks of the dock, I heard the rattling sounds of loose boards under our feet and the cries of sea gulls as they flew in patterns above us. Once again, I became aware of the wet, salt-laden winds blowing against my skin. I felt exhilarated. I felt free. Free of my mother moving me to places I didn’t want to go. Free of haunted houses. Free of being stuck in a single-wide trailer home within a crowded trailer park in the godforsaken desert next to Roswell where locals spend way too much time imagining aliens swooping down from outer space and rescuing them. 
 
    I followed Kai to join the group from our ferry who were waiting in front of one of the many buses. They looked like regular school buses, except for the exterior paint. They were all mint green with white-capped waves painted along the bottom. 
 
    When the door to our bus opened, we climbed the three stairs to get inside and looked around. Yup. Just a regular school bus. 
 
    My stomach lurched as the bus driver took us round and round the bends in the road that wrapped themselves around the steep cliff like a boa constrictor squeezing the life from its prey. The view was spectacular, although I was only able to snatch quick glimpses of it before my heart started racing and my hands went clammy over the thought of plunging over the edge and falling to our deaths in the deep blue sea. I felt incredibly relieved when we finally pulled into a regular paved parking lot. 
 
    Orientation leaders were there waiting for us. We were assigned to them in groups of ten. Kai and I were assigned to the group led by Astra. She was tall and thin, with glowing black skin and an afro. She was wearing a flowery cotton dress with spaghetti straps and a skirt that rippled around her legs in the wind. She was friendly and warm and did her best to make us feel at home. She asked where we were from. 
 
    Reminding me of that darkened my mood. I hated where I came from. I was determined to break free of the chaos. When my turn came, I explained that I was from a number of different places, since my family moved around a lot, but the last place was Roswell. 
 
    She appeared sincerely interested. “Roswell? Oh, you’re so lucky. I’ve always wanted to go there. I’m thinking about doing my senior-year internship in Roswell.” 
 
    Internships in Roswell? Had there been Ocean View students with magical abilities in Roswell while I lived there? Well, it made sense. There was an awful lot of paranormal activity there. 
 
    I offered a lame smile. I really did not want to talk about life in Roswell, or anywhere else I’d been. I just wanted to be in the here and now, looking forward to the future. 
 
    When Kai answered that she was from the same neighborhood in Roswell, Astra got all sweet about it. “Oh, how wonderful! You both got to come here with someone you already know. I wish I’d had that during my freshman year.” 
 
    Following Astra through the campus, I felt elated. Every building we passed looked like a castle—different sizes and designs, but all castles. Dirt paths cut through thickets of tall trees. Open spaces were carpeted in soft green luxurious grass bordered by flowers that turned their petals to the sun in explosions of color. Ivy crawled up the walls, creating webs of greenery, on some of the old stone buildings. 
 
    After a brief tour, Astra led us into one of the largest buildings we’d seen, right in the middle of campus. As we traveled down a hallway that branched off from the main lobby, the old wooden floor creaked and complained. There was a warped path in the center from all the foot traffic that had passed there over the years. 
 
    In a room modernized with fluorescent lights that contrasted harshly with the old stone building and the natural world outside, we were told to line up at a long counter. Workers on the other side handed us plastic name tags with our name and photo on them. Ugh. They included our full names! 
 
    Galactic Shade Griffin. In shiny white plastic. I was required to pin the tag to my shirt every single day of orientation. They might as well have branded my skin with a hot iron right there in the Admissions Office. It would have been no more painful. 
 
    I reminded myself that Robert thought my name was cool. Maybe things would be different here. But, then, Robert was weird. He bragged about his initials spelling REM. 
 
    The woman behind the counter smiled at me patiently. “Don’t forget, OK?” 
 
    I realized I’d been lost in thought. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t forget to sign up for orientation activities right away. They fill up quickly.” 
 
    I nodded my head. “Sure. Thanks. Can I wear the lanyard I was sent instead of this badge?” I held up my badge of shame. 
 
    She slid a packet of materials across the counter. “Sure, dear, as soon as orientation’s over.” 
 
    The folder was decorated the same as the buses: mint green with white-capped waves along the bottom. At the top, there was an emblem: A navy blue oval with white waves along the bottom and the words Ocean View College embossed in white lettering in the middle of it. 
 
    Everything was incredibly official. I felt like pinching myself. I was actually a student here! 
 
    Astra approached each of us, one at a time. She told us to pull the map out of the front of our packets. “You’ll find your dormitory and room assignments there. On the sheet underneath it, you’ll find the name of your roommate and some basic information about them. You’re all in one of the freshman dorms.” 
 
    Kai and I pulled out our papers. Kai smiled broadly and started hopping up and down. I threw my arms around her, practically dropping my folder and spilling the papers all over the place. Kai and I were roommates! 
 
    We said Bye and Thank you to Astra and dashed out of there as fast as we could. We couldn’t wait to see our room. 
 
    It felt like Luck was a goddess and she’d finally smiled down on me. 
 
    Our dorm was an old stone castle covered in ivy. It was on the edge of campus at the top of a cliff overlooking the ocean. Every room on the ocean side had a deck for stepping outside and taking in the view. 
 
    Kai and I raced upstairs to find our room: #548. 
 
    It turned out that #548 was located on the fifth and top floor. Our room was part of a four-bedroom suite in which the bedrooms surrounded a common living room area with a small kitchen off to the side. 
 
    Our room was awesome. We were on the ocean side! I could hear the waves pounding against the shore. Our room had two beds covered in blue comforters spattered with shiny silver stars, two wooden desks with a computer screen on top and a computer underneath, a small refrigerator tucked into a corner, two closets and an outside deck. I unlocked the door, pushed it open and stepped outside. A huge tree next to the deck provided shade, but didn’t block our view of the ocean. Sunlight sparkled out there on the moving waves. Ocean breezes wafted across the deck and cooled my face. 
 
    When I came back inside, Kai informed me that we had our own bathroom. Cool. 
 
    We unpacked, then went out into the living room to meet our suitemates. There were six other freshman girls, all of whom seemed nice enough. One of them—a tall girl with curly red hair, freckles and colorful tattoos on her arms—asked us what orientation activities we’d signed up for. 
 
    Ooooops. 
 
    After chatting a bit, Kai and I went back to our room to go through the list and sign up for orientation activities, using the computers given to us by the school. They booted up quickly and the monitors were crisp and clear. I felt like I was in a computer game, leveling up quickly. If things got any better, I’d be buff and my name would be Jane Smith. 
 
    Kai and I found a few orientation activities we could take together. Most were restricted to specific abilities. I was both nervous and excited about a class called Navigating the World of Virtual Reality (Ghost Whisperers Only). I signed up for that one, fascinated about the virtual reality aspect, but worried about the contents that were restricted to ghost whisperers. 
 
    Orientation classes started the following day. Our first day included the tour of the campus, lots of free time, a barbecue dinner and meet-and-greet parties in the dorms. 
 
    We hung around our suite long enough to meet everyone there. Everyone seemed anxious to find out who’d be sharing their personal space. 
 
    Apple Woods was the name of the tall girl with freckles and tattoos. She was friendly and chatty and seemed basically chill. Her room was next to ours, which made me happy. I didn’t think there’d be any conflict with her. 
 
    Apple’s roommate was Dakota Dunn. She had messy blond hair and tired eyes. She was quiet, introverted and didn’t smile much. I wondered if the school matched up roommates based on magical abilities or a balance of personalities, or maybe a combination of both. 
 
    There were two rooms on the opposite side of our suite, two girls in each. 
 
    Trinity Carr was black. She had smooth, flawless skin, hair dyed blue and a tiny silver hoop through her left nostril. By the way she talked, she seemed smart and serious. 
 
    Her roommate was Summer Rain Simmons. She made a point that we call her Summer, not Summer Rain. Oh my God, another student whose parents made embarrassing name choices. I sincerely hoped we’d be friends. Summer Rain was Latino. She had luxurious black hair and skin a shade that would be my perfect tan. 
 
    Next door to Trinity and Summer were Maeve O’Keefe and Li Zhang. 
 
    Maeve was second generation from Ireland. She had crystal-clear blue eyes, brown hair and freckles. 
 
    Li Zhang was third generation from China. She had long braids, dark brown eyes and a trail of blue and white stars tattooed across her forehead. 
 
    We mostly chatted about how amazing the school and our dorm were, whether we planned to mostly eat in the dining halls or cook our own food. Weirdly enough, we didn’t mention our special abilities or what classes we were in. I didn’t know about the others, but the whole issue of magical abilities had me seriously freaked out. I still felt terrified that I’d probably hear ghosts my entire life. I also had a strange case of impostor syndrome. Yeah, I could hear ghosts, but so could lots of normal people. People saw ghosts in haunted houses all the time. Was that really so special? Other students at Ocean View could shapeshift or create fire in the palms of their hands. Not that I’d ever want to do either…it would scare the living daylights out of me…but, still, they had way more impressive talents than I did. They seemed to totally belong at a school like Ocean View. As usual, I felt like an outsider. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 5 
 
    Two weird things happened during orientation week. Well, three if you count Kai and me participating in sports activities. Back in high school, that hadn’t exactly been our thing. But here we were told that gym classes were required for all four years. The first two years involved getting in shape. The last two years involved using our physical strengths to engage with our magical abilities at their maximum potential. I’m not sure we needed to be in any kind of special physical shape to be an empath or ghost whisperer, but I wanted to see the witches throw fireballs…and I don’t know, maybe pretend to do the same thing or something. 
 
    During volleyball, I learned that some kids were gonna cheat with their magical abilities. And they were incredibly sneaky about it. A guy on the opposite team kept partially shifting right before he slammed the ball to the back edge of our side of the court. The first time he did that, Kai tripped over her own feet running backwards in an attempt to hit the ball before it slammed into the ground. I was so out of breath by the end of the game, I thought I’d die. For a split second before that guy punched the ball with his fist, I saw his hand become massive and his arm become exceptionally hairy. It looked like a flash of gorilla hand, if you ask me. I’d been in the sun without suntan lotion or water and it was almost time for lunch at that point. I felt sunburned, dehydrated and hungry enough to eat an entire cow; but I don’t think that flash of shifting was my imagination. 
 
    Magical abilities weren’t allowed in the sports games, so we didn’t get to see anything cool and out in the open like a shapeshifter vs. shapeshifter battle or witches setting the volleyball on fire or anything. I just caught glimpses of people cheating. Not a whole lot different than high school, really. There was, of course, the threat of escalating powers; but then in high school, there had always been the threat of violent outbursts, a school shooting or people’s reputations getting trashed on social media. 
 
    The other weird thing was something that happened during my first day in the virtual reality class. 
 
    The room where this took place was amazing. It was huge, reminding me of pictures I’d seen of soundstages for making movies. The walls were painted sky-blue, which I found calming. The floor was made of some kind of solid black material with the appearance of twinkling stars embedded inside. Glowing blue lines outlined individual rectangular-shaped areas on the floor. Our names were etched in glowing blue script along one side of the rectangle assigned to us. 
 
    Bags descended from the ceiling directly above us with most of our VR equipment inside: vests and sets of kneepads, gloves and boots. We put our shoes and anything else we didn’t want to wear—jackets and stuff like that—into the bag to be hoisted back up to the ceiling. Helmets came down separately, as did eight wires color-coded to match tabs on our suits: two tabs for our vests and two tabs for each set of kneepads, gloves and boots. The professor told us it was important to match up the colors of the wires with the colors on the tabs in order to avoid feeling sick during the VR experience. 
 
    There were also hundreds of very thin rectangular shapes, each one about twelve inches long and only quarter-inch wide, cut into the floor. It looked like they were scattered randomly all over the place, but it turned out that’s where hard rubber strips with the patented name Treadtiles popped up to allow us to walk and run in-game without ever moving out of our rectangles. 
 
    In addition to letting us play games, the AI equipment monitored our biological responses—heart and breathing rates, eye dilation, sweat, stuff like that—and interpreted them the best it could to determine if we were scared or ill or doing fine. If it thought we were in trouble, it talked to us about our state of mind. We could speak directly to the AI without anyone else around us hearing the conversation. 
 
    The helmets were shiny black pieces of equipment with glowing blue designs on the back and a dark faceplate that could be pushed up if we wanted to take a break from the virtual world and return to the real one. As soon as we put our helmets on and pushed a button on our left shoulder, the computer program engaged. 
 
    First, the following words appeared in front of me, looking like they were suspended in air: Welcome, Shade. 
 
    I answered out loud: “Hello.” 
 
    The AI then spoke to me: My name is Genevieve. I’ll be your guide inside this game. It’s called The Case of the Missing Sisters. You may speak to me whenever you like. No one outside the game will hear you. When you’re playing solo, your microphone only connects with me and in-game characters. When you play with other people, you can also talk to them, but not to anyone else. If you prefer to type, just say the word “Keyboard” and tap on the virtual keyboard that appears in front of you. Is that clear, Shade? 
 
    I answered, “Yes.” The computer moved on to the next step: Character Design. I made my character look like some kind of ninja assassin, don’t ask me why. I was clearly going to be forced to play as a ghost whisperer, which was pretty much a normal girl with super-sensitive hearing abilities for ghosts with issues. 
 
    The visual and auditory aspects of the game were amazing. It felt like real life. I felt scared as I raced through abandoned, decaying houses and graveyards to find out what had happened to four-year-old twin girls. I could hear them crying and begging for help. I burst into tears when I discovered they’d been drowned by some guy who’d kidnapped them from their front yard. Genevieve asked if I was OK. 
 
    That wasn’t the weirdest part, though. I’d had many similar experiences in my life. I was somewhat used to it. I didn’t expect the virtual world to hand me anything different. 
 
    What was unusually weird was that right as I was getting ready to exit the game, several roly-poly plump red birds appeared in front of me. It was like comic relief. They squawked like crazy, hopping up and down on the ground. Then the viewpoint changed. A gigantic slingshot appeared in front of me with a roly-poly bird perched on the rubber band. Angry Birds! Brandon the Ghost’s favorite game! Was he back? Was he making contact? 
 
    Suddenly, I heard Brandon’s voice. Shade! Shade! I’ll be with you in spirit… 
 
    Then the screen went blank and my VR set turned itself off. 
 
    Thankful that I had a break after class, I went back to my room and dug through the stuff in my suitcase until I found the necklace Brandon had given me, the one that functioned like an amulet. It was incredibly beautiful; but always afraid it would be stolen or draw too much attention to me in the neighborhoods where I’d lived, I’d always hidden it under my shirt. Maybe here it would be different. People wore all kinds of showy stuff … even a lot of the professors. I studied the necklace. The large blue gem was gorgeous, the black lettering etched into its silver setting mysterious. The stone glowed when Brandon wanted to reach me. He made words appear on the gem when he needed to tell me something specific. I’d lived in fear that someone might see the necklace glowing and question me about it. Here, people shifted into animal forms and produced fire in the palms of their hands. A glowing necklace would be nothing. 
 
    Feeling another upgrade in freedom, I placed the silver chain around my neck and secured the clasp. Looking in a mirror, I decided to change my clothes. I’d been wearing tan shorts and a dark blue T-shirt with anime characters on it. I changed into light blue shorts and a white lacy blouse. The gem stood out against the white cotton. 
 
    I was right about it being no big deal at Ocean View. That evening at dinner, I just got lots of compliments about my necklace the same way people get compliments on new hairstyles or unique clothing. In fact, now that I think about it, I got almost as many compliments on my shirt. When asked where I got the necklace, I said it was a family heirloom. Which it was. It just happened to be Brandon’s family heirloom, not mine. I left that part out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 6 
 
    I survived Orientation Week. So did Kai. I felt more at home at Ocean View than anywhere else I’d ever gone to school. I suspect the same was true for most of the freshmen there. We were misfits who had finally found our tribe. Or so I thought at the time. All big institutions are actually composed of a number of different tribes. In situations like that, conflicts are bound to erupt. 
 
    The academic year at Ocean View is divided into two semesters plus an optional summer semester. I looked into it and my scholarship covered summer school. If I could swing it without too much drama from my mom, I planned to live at Ocean View year round and take summer classes. Third year we could do internships abroad, which became my new dream. I wasn’t sure I had enough courage, but that sure sounded exotic. Small-town girl steps out into the whole wide world. 
 
    OK, enough daydreaming. 
 
    Kai and I were hanging out in our dorm room the night before regular classes started. 
 
    I printed out my schedule and pinned it to the wall above my desk. 
 
    Right there at the top, it had my name, along with my major and minor. I’d really wanted Journalism in a Broken World to be my major; but, yeah, magic school preferred everyone to major in magic. They were preparing us to use our special abilities to improve the world after graduation. At least I got Journalism in a Broken World as my minor. 
 
      
 
    Student: Galactic Shade Griffin 
 
    Major: Ghost Whispering 
 
    Minor: Journalism in a Broken World 
 
      
 
    Then, my schedule… 
 
      
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Conflict Among Cultures (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Volleyball (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Pre-Calculus (General Elective, Math) 
 
    4:00 PM: Ghosts in Paranormal Literature (General Elective, Literature) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Conflict Among Cultures (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Volleyball (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Pre-Calculus (General Elective, Math) 
 
    4:00 PM: Ghosts in Paranormal Literature (General Elective, Literature) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Conflict Among Cultures (Journalism) 
 
    11:30 AM: Volleyball (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality (Ghost Whispering) 
 
      
 
    Some pretty cool classes, huh? Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays matched; so did Tuesdays and Thursdays. I cringed at the idea of gym classes; but when I imagined myself a buff witch throwing fireballs or a sleek ninja jumping around faster than the eye could follow, I got kind of excited. I’d never be any of those things, but I wouldn’t mind being able to keep up with those who were. 
 
    I wasn’t thrilled about having to take math class either, but we were told it was important for running any type of business. Ghost whisperers and psychics are famous for running businesses. Just look at all the ghost whisperers on TV and all the fortune-teller shops everywhere. I wasn’t sure I wanted to ever make a business out of ghost whispering, but I was told I could always go on to graduate school for Journalism. 
 
    Kai had been sitting at her desk, working on her computer. She turned around. “Do you have homework tonight?” 
 
    “A little bit. I’m supposed to be reading The House of the Spirits by Isabel Allende for English Lit. I’m about halfway through. Why?” 
 
    “Just wondered. I have some homework, too. Same as you. Nothing due right away. I’m supposed to be reading The Poisonwood Bible by Barbara Kingsolver for my English Lit class. I’m in the English Lit class, Developing Empathy for Fictional Characters.” 
 
    Reading time sounded great to me. 
 
    I was looking forward to a quiet evening when Apple and Maeve came bopping into our room. Resting her hand on the doorjamb, Apple leaned into our room. “Hey there, suitemates, wanna go to a party?” 
 
    Ummm, no. 
 
    Kai looked over at me and silently shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    We ended up going. It wasn’t a good idea to isolate ourselves this early in the school year. We finally had a chance to start our lives over, to be part of a brand new social group. 
 
    Kai asked what we should wear. 
 
    Apple said, “I don’t think it matters. Whatever you want is probably OK. Can you be ready in an hour?” 
 
    Kai looked at her cell phone, then at me. “I can be ready. No problem.” 
 
    An hour was more than enough. 
 
    I put on jeans with a pink-and-blue striped T-shirt. I thought about it; then changed my top to a light blue cotton blouse, to wear with my necklace from Brandon. I wanted to get used to wearing it out in the open without being afraid. 
 
    Even though I’m basically an introvert, I had hoped all our suitemates would go to the party, so I could get to know them better. Turned out it was only Apple and Maeve, along with Kai and me. 
 
    We met in the living room. 
 
    Apple looked amazing. She’d put waves in her hair—from the looks of it, with some kind of iron that created layers of waves in her shoulder-length red hair. She had on a lilac chiffon shirt covered in tiny yellow flowers, white pants, and brown leather sandals. Her fingernails were painted pale yellow and her toenails were done in purple. She had a leather purse over her shoulder and a white shawl thrown over her arm. 
 
    Maeve was more like Kai and me. She looked fine, but she clearly wasn’t into fashion. Her hair was still wet. Looked like she’d just had a shower and hadn’t bothered to dry her hair. She was wearing a pair of jeans, a tie-dyed shirt and boots. She had a sweatshirt jacket tied around her waist. 
 
    Apple was all bubbly. “I got invited by an upperclassman, guy named Joe in my math class. He told me to bring some friends and showed me where the party’s being held. It’s a really cute house on campus. Did you know we can move into houses once we’re juniors?” 
 
    Maeve said, “That’s cool. We get to go overseas for internships, too, if we want.” 
 
    By the time we left for the party, the sun had dropped from the sky, leaving only colorful bands of color along the horizon. Light had faded everywhere else. Stars were scattered across the darkness, as though someone above us had spilled glittering confetti. The full moon hung suspended like a lamp. 
 
    Kai shivered. “Wow, it gets chilly here at night. I wished I’d brought my jacket.” 
 
    Apple wrapped her shawl around herself. “Yeah, it’s the ocean breeze. It cools things off, especially at night.” 
 
    After crossing about half the campus, we followed a path down a steep incline. Lights shone in the windows of a house at the very bottom, creating yellow rectangles against the darkening sky. As we got closer, we heard the sounds of partying: music and the babble of lively conversation. 
 
    At the open front door, a couple chatting over drinks parted to let us through. 
 
    The inside and outside of the house reminded me of a rustic cabin. The outside was made of stone. On the inside, floors and walls and ceilings were made of wood. Stairs off to the side of the front entrance led to a second floor. 
 
    We walked directly into the living room where students were drinking and chatting. Several groups were playing cards and board games at folding tables scattered throughout the room. 
 
    I felt lost. 
 
    Apple looked around. “Maybe we should find out where the food and drinks are. That’s usually a good place to start.” 
 
    A girl carrying a drink in each of her hands overheard us. She tilted her head to the side. “Kitchen’s back there. Joe’s making drinks.” 
 
    Pushing our way through the crowd, we found the kitchen. It was as jam-packed with students as the living room. The counters were covered with bowls of snacks—potato chips, pretzels, crackers. There were boards of cheese and trays filled with cupcakes and cookies. 
 
    Apple waved to someone and pushed through the crowd to get to him. The rest of us followed behind her like lost ducklings. 
 
    Thank goodness Apple thought to introduce us. She didn’t seem to have a shy bone in her body. “Hey, Joe, I brought some friends.” She introduced each one of us by name and major. 
 
    Joe looked like a combination model and football player. His thick, veined arms bulged against the sleeves of his T-shirt. His broad chest did the same for the rest of his shirt, making it fit tight against him. He flashed a huge smile, revealing brilliantly white teeth. “Welcome, everyone. I’m making drinks tonight. What can I get ya?” 
 
    I wondered if he meant alcohol. I didn’t know anything about alcoholic drinks. Suddenly, I felt like a child who’d wandered into a grown-up party. I’d always avoided alcohol like the plague because I’d seen what it did to my mom. I had no decent role models for social drinking. 
 
    Apple asked, “What have you got?” 
 
    Joe picked up a dish towel and wiped the counter in front of him. “Well, all the usual.” Looking up, he said, “Oh, right, you’re a freshman.” Pointing at everyone other than Apple, he asked, “Are all of you freshmen?” 
 
    A guy with dark stubble and bleached-blond hair down to his shoulders placed his hands on Joe’s shoulders. He leaned in toward us. “It’s not that complicated here. Have you guys seen any of the restaurant menus with the drinks to match your magical traits? They’re required to go by the same names everywhere on campus, or anywhere else run by Ocean View—to avoid confusion in ordering, I guess. But we’re not officially run by the school at this house. We’re basically a frat.” He laughed and rolled his eyes. “Loosen up. Have whatever you want.” 
 
    Apple took it all in stride. “All right, then. Can you make me a Flaming Spell?” 
 
    Joe replied, “Hmmm. I’m not sure. That’s a little fancy.” 
 
    The other guy squeezed Joe’s shoulders, moved next to him and nudged him with an elbow. “Let me, then. I’m an expert.” 
 
    Before Joe could answer, the other guy grabbed a tall clear glass and started pouring ingredients into it from colored glass bottles. 
 
    Pulling on her hair, in a voice as squeaky as a mouse, Maeve asked, “Can I have a White Russian?” 
 
    I looked over at her. That was awfully specific for a freshman. Had she been getting into bars with a fake I.D. or something? 
 
    Joe laughed. “My, you girls are fancy drinkers.” He turned to the guy with the bleached-blond hair. “Hey, Nathan, do we have ingredients for a White Russian?” He laughed. “Do you even know how to make a White Russian?” 
 
    Nathan looked up from pouring colorful liquids into the tall glass. “Have a baby with a white Russian lady…” He winked at Maeve. 
 
    Maeve blushed. 
 
    Joe rolled his eyes. “Seriously?” 
 
    Nathan finished pouring purple, gold and blue liquids into the clear glass. With a wave of his hand, he set a green flame dancing on the surface. Handing it to Apple, he said, “M’ Lady.” 
 
    Apple grinned from ear to ear. She seemed delighted by everything. Me, I felt incredibly freaked out that people could just set things on fire with their hands. 
 
    Kai stared at the drink from the moment the flame entered the picture. 
 
    Nathan pulled a cell phone from his pocket, tapped the screen and started scrolling through something. “OK. White Russian…” He opened a refrigerator door and peeked inside. “Yup, got everything we need.” He pulled out a cardboard container of milk. Grabbing a short tumbler from a shelf, he scooped ice cubes out of a silver bucket and dumped them into the glass. Clunk, clunk, clunk. Then he poured coffee liqueur and vodka over the ice. Adding a splash of milk, he handed the drink to Maeve. “Enjoy.” 
 
    I looked at Kai. “What are you going to get?” 
 
    Without answering me, she turned to Joe. “Can I just get a Diet Coke?” 
 
    Joe pointed. “Sure. Over there, in the plastic garbage can. We have all kinds of soda in there.” 
 
    I asked for Pure Spirits. Joe whipped that one together quickly. He cracked open a sealed bottle of pink liquid, then added white foam and sprinkled colorful sugar crystals on top. 
 
    I picked up the bottle. A black-and-white label in fancy scroll read: Pure Spirits. 
 
    I was surprised. “You can buy this?” 
 
    Joe said, “Sure. Lots of places on campus sell it. If you want some, try the school store. They usually have some in the snacks section.” 
 
    Kai fished a can of Diet Coke out of the ice in the plastic garbage can. I sure hoped that was only used for drinks and not for garbage on non-party days. 
 
    Once we got our drinks and had piled snacks onto paper plates, we went back into the living room to see what was going on. This time, we passed by tables at the back of the room. 
 
    I was stunned by what I saw. 
 
    Trying to catch Kai’s attention, I nudged her arm with the edge of my paper plate. Looking over at me, she raised her eyebrows. 
 
    There were some very different games here. 
 
    At one table, students were playing a kind of 3D chess game.  
 
    A girl with amazingly luminous black skin and cornrows, wearing a white lace dress and sandals, sat across from a guy with dark rough skin, shaved head and silver rings through one of his earlobes. They were both studying characters on the different levels of checkered boards, five levels in all. 
 
    Now, when I say characters, I’m not talking about the normal chess pieces. You know, kings and queens and knights and pawns and all that. I’m not even talking about the standard variations on a theme. You know, like when it’s a Lord of the Rings chess set with King Aragon’s team against King Sauron’s team. Or an Alice in Wonderland set in which Alice is a chess queen facing her opponent, the Queen of Hearts. I’m talking holographic-type characters that kept changing as the players swept their hands over them. 
 
    I had no freaking idea how this game was being played. 
 
    I sipped on my drink and watched closely. I became mesmerized by what looked like tiny colorful ghosts playacting on various levels of the setup and either hopping around or being zapped to different squares. On each level, there were two different colors of squares: black and red on the bottom, yellow and blue on the second level, purple and turquoise on the third, orange and white on the fourth, and pink and silver on the top. 
 
    The most commotion was happening on the bottom board. A knight wearing a silver suit of metallic-looking armor was repeatedly striking another knight with his lance. The second knight was dressed in golden armor that had become dented and scratched. 
 
    Off to the side, a tiny witch was zapping one of many toads (were these the pawns?) with puffs of fire the size of raindrops. They made an almost inaudible zapping sound as they struck the amphibian. Zzzzzzt. Zzzzzzzt. It sounded like mosquitoes being used as cannonballs. Zzzzzzt. Zzzzzzzt. The toads remained intact—maybe because this was a sideshow, not intended moves by the players. 
 
    Eventually, something happened between the knights. Rats. I’d taken my eye off them to study the witch and toad. 
 
    The golden knight collapsed onto the board with a thunk. Then, as though it had died and gone off to a better place, its holograph fizzled with static, then disappeared. A few seconds later, it appeared in a flat open box next to the female player. 
 
    She smiled broadly and clapped her hands. 
 
    Her opponent placed his hands on his forehead. He drew in a breath. On the ring finger of his right hand, he wore a gold ring with runes surrounding an emerald stone. Light from the room lit the gem, so that it glittered with every move of his hand. 
 
    The girl picked up a ceramic mug and took a sip that left a trace of lavender liquid on her upper lip. Watching her opponent closely, she munched on a sugar cookie while she waited for his next move. The cookie was shaped like a wolf. She nibbled on its edge, then bit off its head, licking sugar crystals and lavender drink from her lips. 
 
    Kai leaned over and whispered in my ear. “This is totally amazing. I want to learn how to play.” 
 
    That idea had never even occurred to me. This all felt like forbidden magic, something I wasn’t entitled to learn. 
 
    Biting into a chocolate cupcake with pink cherry frosting that was utterly amazing, I continued to watch. 
 
    Slowly moving his arm, as though debating his next move, the guy finally pointed at two pieces: a castle with golden light shining from its windows and then a dragon (a castle and a knight?). The dragon lifted its head, then belched a miniscule torrent of fire at the castle. The building caught fire, spilling a pile of ashes on the board. A little guy wearing a dirty peasant shirt and torn trousers popped up through the board, as though there was a basement of janitors underneath, swept up the ashes and sent them flying up into the air. Resembling a pint-sized swarm of locusts, the ashes flew into a flat box next to the guy who’d made the move. They quickly reassembled themselves into a castle with light shining through its windows. 
 
    There were a few more moves. Three toads got slaughtered: one squashed by a castle, another smacked on its head with a knight’s lance, and the third poisoned by what I’m guessing was a bishop masquerading as a wizard. The wizard waved his wand over the quivering toad, creating a swirling trail of purple smoke. The toad made a gasping sound, struggling for air as it became enveloped by the purple cloud, then keeled over on the board with a kind of squishy plunk. Poor thing. 
 
    The removal of these toads made way for a wizard dressed in a flowing blue robe to march up to a king wearing a red robe, remove the crown from his head and drop a prison cage around him. The king began shouting things like: You cannot do this to me; I am the king! Guards, arrest that wizard! Off with his head! 
 
    The girl playing the game said, “Check.” 
 
    The guy placed his head in his hands and groaned. “Grrrrrrr…” 
 
    Sitting up straight, he pointed to the red-robed king. The cage disappeared and the crown reappeared on the monarch’s head. Then he danced one square to his left. 
 
    The girl put down her cookie and smiled. With an exaggerated wave of her arm, she pointed to the wizard dressed in blue. 
 
    The sorcerer waved his wand. Fireworks went off over every one of the five boards. The characters all looked up at their Lilliputian skies and gasped at the display. 
 
    The red king fell over and died. Heart attack, apparently, is what I thought. I’d totally bought into this pocket-sized world. 
 
    Pop! Pop! Pop! Bzzzzzz! 
 
    I jumped as fireworks exploded in what seemed like real life directly above the girl’s head. Trumpets blared. A court announcer, about two inches tall, appeared on the top board, the pink-and-silver one. Unfurling a scroll, he made a pronouncement: And the winner of this game is the Blue Team! 
 
    The guy reached across the game setup and offered his hand. “Good job, Sebille! Rematch this weekend?” 
 
    Gobbling up the rest of her wolf cookie and shaking his hand, she nodded her head. “Sure. Sounds good.” 
 
    The guy waved his hand in the air. To someone across the room, he yelled, “Board sweep, please!” 
 
    A beautiful young woman with a crown of flowers on her head walked over to the board. She waved her hand over it. As she did so, a group of miniature faeries flew from the palm of her hand. Flapping their teensy wings as clear and partitioned as the wings of bees, they descended on the boards and began sweeping the surface. Their work resulted in the squares changing colors. All scratches, food crumbs and droplets of drink disappeared, making the boards appear brand new. As soon as they were done, the faeries disappeared with a popping sound, much like the sound of bubbles bursting in cartoons. 
 
    The players got up to leave. A guy slid into one of the seats and asked if Kai or I would like to play. 
 
    No way. I had no freaking idea how this game was played. I was liable to make some huge mistake that made the dragons grow until they were full-sized and burned down the college. 
 
    Another girl sat down across from him. Placing her glass of wine on the table next to the game structure, she said, “I’ll play if we can play Witches vs. Wizards.” 
 
    The guy laughed and waved at someone across the room. 
 
    Another woman wearing a wreath of flowers on her head came over. As she waved her hand over the empty boards, holographic figures popped up. Most were dressed in flowing robes. 
 
    Kai and I decided to see what else was going on. 
 
    At some of the tables, normal games were being played. Poker, checkers, Monopoly. 
 
    A game where people on one side of the table were creating what appeared to be blue holographic smoke and people on the other side were creating the same kind of smoke in red caught our attention. We watched as they sent the smoke toward each other with their hands, the same way a volleyball player would lob a ball into the opposite court. Wherever the blue and red mingled, it turned into purple fog. A scorekeeper recorded numbers at a furious pace. 
 
    Kai nudged me with her elbow. “I think we should try a game. I’m sure someone will teach us.” 
 
    My heart started pounding. I took a sip of Pure Spirits. Before I could decide if I had enough guts to do what Kai was suggesting, a couple of students burst through the front door. 
 
    A petite girl dressed in bib overalls and a flowery shirt shouted as she worked her way through the crowded room, “Joe! Joe! We need help! Your thugs are at it again!” 
 
    Throwing a dish towel onto the counter where he’d been making drinks, Joe hurried toward her. 
 
    I didn’t hear what he said to her, but they left together. Nathan followed a few seconds later. 
 
    The room quieted. It was like someone had waved their hand and sucked all the noise out of the house. You could hear a pin drop or a bee’s wings flutter. 
 
    Suddenly, someone inside banged on the large living room window looking out onto the backyard. “It’s happening out there! Let’s go!” 
 
    Drawn like moths to a flame, the partygoers left the house and basically raced each other to the backyard. 
 
    I felt kind of ashamed of myself, behaving like a rubbernecker at the scene of an accident. I was a sponge that night, though, soaking up everything I could about this strange new environment. 
 
    Kai must have felt the same. We moved together toward the backyard, jostled by the crowd. 
 
    We were lemmings headed toward the sea. 
 
    Spotlights located on the roof turned on, illuminating the center of the yard like a stage. In the light, three muscular guys were tugging at something large. It looked like a dead seal. 
 
    And there under the lights stood Apple, screaming and waving her arms. “You can’t do this! You’ve already mutilated my body! I’ll never be the same! Stop! Stop! Sto-o-o-o-p!” 
 
    As she grabbed one of the guys by the arm, wrapping her hands around his huge bicep, and pulled, trying to get him to loosen his grip on the carcass, he pushed her away, knocking her to the ground. 
 
    Apple screamed and started to cry. 
 
    Another guy, weaving as though intoxicated, approached the group. He placed his arm around the guy’s shoulders, I thought in order to talk him down from what he was doing in order to diffuse the situation. Instead, he must have offered to help. 
 
    Lifting his hands in the air and aiming them at the dead seal, he shot a torrent of fire at it. The body ignited. 
 
    The crowd started chanting: “Stinkin’ fish! Stinkin’ fish! Death to the stinkin’ fish!” 
 
    Apple’s hair was wild, all the beautiful red waves flattened, loose strands flying out in all directions as though touched by static. Her pristine white pants and chiffon shirt were ripped and covered in mud. Mascara ran down her cheeks like polluted streams carrying an oil spill toward the ocean. Sitting and pulling her knees up to her chin, she rocked back and forth, sobbing. 
 
    Nathan approached the group with a hose that was spraying water from its leaky nozzle. 
 
    Jumping up, her eyes crazed with terror, Apple sprinted over to him. “No! Please don’t! The seal body is already half burned. It would be better to let it go. Please!” 
 
    Laughter rose up from the crowd. 
 
    Holding the nozzle down by his side, Nathan nodded his head and left. 
 
    The body of the seal continued to burn until nothing but ashes remained. 
 
    At that point, the crowd dispersed. 
 
    Kai and I and a few other students walked over to Apple. 
 
    Apple started scooping up the ashes into a plastic bag that someone held open for her. The rest of us helped. I had no idea what we were doing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 7 
 
    The next week was filled with so much trouble, it felt like old times. I expected magical school to be…well, magical. You know, filled with the kind of magic in Cinderella or Snow White or Peter Pan. Of course, that tells you how naive I am. It’s not like those stories didn’t have a wicked stepmother, evil pirates or a wicked queen. I only remembered the twinkly, happy parts. 
 
    Apple was a mess. And she wouldn’t talk to anyone, except maybe her roommate. She’d been such an outgoing, happy, attractive person. After the party, she constantly looked disheveled and exhausted. She barely spoke and she never smiled. 
 
    Kai and I figured she’d been raped. That seemed the most likely thing that had changed her so suddenly, especially considering what she’d said about her body being mutilated and how she’d never be the same. We felt devastated over it. We hoped she was talking to her roommate and Dakota would get her some help. Dakota was so introverted, though, I wasn’t sure that would happen. 
 
    I decided to keep my eyes and ears open and approach Apple if she seemed to go further downhill. 
 
    While we were dealing with this, I started hearing muffled cries. It sounded like they were coming from underneath water. I figured there was a good chance these were from the ghosts of people who had drowned. 
 
    During the day, I wore my necklace from Brandon—sometimes over my top in plain view, sometimes underneath. In terms of fashion, I treated it like any other jewelry. I’d never wear any particular piece of jewelry every day with every outfit. In terms of its ability to open a gateway to Brandon, I made sure the necklace was always nearby. At night, I placed it over the bedpost closest to my pillow. If the blue gemstone started glowing, I hoped it would wake me. 
 
    The week after Apple fell apart and the waterlogged voices started, the gemstone remained dormant. Nothing more than a stunning piece of rock. 
 
    My mother, however, did not remain dormant. 
 
    I was on my way to VR class (the one called Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality). I was late. I’d stayed up into the wee hours of the morning answering questions for a take-home quiz on The House of the Spirits. OK, that and watching Game of Thrones on HBO. The thing about Ocean View was how modern and high tech it was. For all its fairy-tale kind of magic, it also had cutting-edge technology, all covered by tuition. In my case, tuition was paid for by scholarship. No way that I wasn’t going to take advantage of everything suddenly available to me as a freebie: VR equipment, Internet access, HBO, Netflix, Hulu, Steam, cable TV. The trick would be not to flunk out. 
 
    Anyway, I had slept through the alarm I’d set on my phone. With only fifteen minutes to get ready, I skipped a shower, just throwing on clothes from the day before and raking a brush through my hair. Out in the kitchen, I found a box of donuts with a Help Yourself sign next to it. I grabbed a jelly donut and stuffed it into my face in as few bites as possible, which resulted in me losing more time having to wipe globs of jelly off my chin with a paper towel. 
 
    I was a hot mess. 
 
    I almost forgot my necklace. Dashing back into the bedroom, I lifted it off the bedpost and placed it around my neck. I scooped up books, throwing them into my backpack. Just as I swung it over my shoulder, my cell phone rang. I clicked on the call while I dashed out the door of our suite. 
 
    I shouldn’t have answered. It was my mom. I knew the ringtone I’d assigned to her: Kelly Clarkson’s What Doesn’t Kill You. Totally fitting. At first, I was actually happy to hear my mom’s voice. It sounded like home and all that was familiar. 
 
    Yeah, but I should have remembered that all that’s familiar to me isn’t really that great. It was a disturbing phone call. 
 
    Me: “Hello?” 
 
    Mom: “Hi, Shade. It’s me. Remember me?” 
 
    Me, distracted by a lot of things: “What?” 
 
    Mom, crying: “It’s me, Shade. Your mother. You don’t even recognize my voice? Why haven’t you called me?” 
 
    Me: “Hi, Mom! I’ve just been getting settled. This place is a bit overwhelming. Everything’s so different and I have so many things to learn.” 
 
    Mom: “Maybe you should come home then.” 
 
    Me: 
 
    Mom: “Shade, are you there?” 
 
    Me: “Yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    Mom: “You sound short of breath. You haven’t picked up smoking, have you? I knew it. The minute you get away from home…” 
 
    Me: “No, I’m not smoking. I’m out of breath because I’m rushing to get to class. I don’t want to be late.” 
 
    Mom: “You shouldn’t leave at the last minute, you know. Did you leave at the last minute?” 
 
    Me: “I was up late doing homework. I’m reading this really interesting book…” 
 
    Mom: “I miss you. It’s so quiet here. When are you coming home?” (Starts crying again.) 
 
    Me: “I’m not sure. Thanksgiving, I guess. Or Christmas?” 
 
    Mom: “Oh my God, maybe not until Christmas? How am I supposed to deal with that?” 
 
    Me: 
 
    Mom: “Could you at least try calling more often?” 
 
    Me: “Sure. I’ll try.” Arriving at the VR building: “I gotta go now, Mom. Hey, Mom?” 
 
    Mom: “Yes?” 
 
    Me: “I’m on my way into a really cool class. I get to use virtual reality gear.” 
 
    Mom: “Lucky you. Well, bye, Shade.” (Lots of sniffles.) 
 
    Me: “Bye, Mom. Have a good day.” 
 
    That conversation left me shaken. It stuck in my brain, going round and round in a loop like a brain-invading tapeworm. I was obviously trying to solve the conversation with my mom like a riddle, you know the kind of puzzle you have to solve to get out of a puzzle room. One with a horror theme. 
 
    I dashed across campus, propelled by sadness that threatened to break through into full-fledged crying. And fear. That intense free-floating kind of anxiety that was actually fear of abandonment. 
 
    As soon as I stepped into the VR room, however, I felt a degree of calm take the edge off. I found the sky-blue walls, the shiny black floor with the twinkling stars and the glowing blue rectangular lines calming. It was a bit like leaving Earth for outer space, staring into the black night of space spattered with glittering stars. 
 
    After that, I was distracted by the newness of the VR experience and listening to the professor’s directions. 
 
    The teacher for this class was an older guy with curly gray hair. He had glasses with thick black frames and a bit of a potbelly. He was dressed in blue jeans and a wrinkled blue-and-white striped dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck. 
 
    When he hit a button on the wall with his open hand, a large screen the size of those in movie theaters dropped down slowly from the ceiling suspended by metal rods. As soon as it stopped moving, he used a remote to bring up information on the screen. Words appeared as white letters against a black background—basically like chalk on a blackboard without all the chalk dust. 
 
      
 
    Professor: Dr. Graham Hudson 
 
    Office Hours: Tuesdays and Thursdays, 1:00 – 4:00 PM. Patterson Building, Room 104 
 
    Class: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality 
 
    Today’s Game: The Case of the Wailing Banshee 
 
      
 
    Taking a laser pointer out of his shirt pocket, he highlighted each line, explaining as he went. 
 
    “I’m Professor Graham Hudson. You can call me Dr. Hudson.” He flashed a smile. “I hope you already know the name of this class. Otherwise, you’re probably in the wrong place. Pack up your things and go.” Again, he smiled. A few people laughed. No one packed up and left. “All right, then. Today, we’re going to try a game that’s more challenging than The Case of the Missing Sisters. You all did fine with that one.” He chuckled. “To my great relief. If you hadn’t done well on that one, you really don’t belong here. This class is for ghost whisperers who know they’re ghost whisperers, who can recognize a ghost making contact, whatever their preferred method of contacting you. Ghosts are highly intuitive. They know how you’re most sensitive, whether by your sense of hearing or sight or something else. The game taps into that, through your helmet and the wires connected to your suit. They work like electrodes in an EKG.” 
 
    I shuffled my feet inside the star-filled black rectangle labeled Shade. Really? We were all different? I had just assumed that everyone else in class heard ghosts crying when the deceased needed to contact them. I felt more alone than ever. Apparently, my tribe was even smaller than I’d imagined. Maybe I was the only person who ever heard them crying. 
 
    Damn. I missed the next thing Dr. Hudson said. I really needed to gain more control over my wandering mind. 
 
    I think he said something about the Sisters game. When I tuned back in, he was saying, “So, yeah, you knew they were missing. You had to go figure out what happened to them and find their bodies. Piece of cake.” 
 
    He aimed the remote at the board and clicked. A picture of a skeletal woman with long, wild hair, red eyes and a mouth frozen into a scream popped up onto the screen. Kind of like how I felt after talking to my mom. OK, not quite. This woman was terrifying. Those eyes… 
 
    The professor continued. “Meet Lizabeta. She’s a banshee. These creatures are associated with screaming. You know the expression: She screamed like a banshee. In real life, their wailing sometimes comes from afar immediately after someone dies, to let a family know that one of their members has passed away. In other cases, a banshee does the same thing right before someone dies, as an alert. In The Case of the Wailing Banshee, the banshee’s wail is an alert to let you know that someone has died or is about to die…which means the deceased may already need, or soon will need, a ghost whisperer. You must figure out the best way to respond.” 
 
    A few people groaned, as though annoyed by being assigned such a complicated schoolwork problem. I half-expected someone to raise their hand and ask, Do we have to know this for the test? 
 
    The professor lifted a hand in the air, his palm facing toward us, to shush the class. “Now, now. You need to hone your skills. In your future careers, things aren’t always going to be clear-cut. I’m going to let you in on a secret: You probably haven’t heard the vast majority of ghosts who are begging for help. Our brains are great at tuning things out they consider extraneous or bothersome. I’ll show you something…” 
 
    Going over to the screen, he drew a human eye with a stylus. Then he added the lens we have in the front of our eyes. He added a stick figure person standing upright in front of the eye, and the same stick figure upside down at the back of the eye. He drew crossed lines that looked like elongated Xs between the two stick figures. Putting away the stylus and tracing over the Xs with the laser pointer, he said: 
 
    “You may already know this from high school biology class, but your eye sees everything upside down. It takes your brain to reverse it, to interpret the image according to the real world. 
 
    “Your brain also screens out a lot of information, so that you don’t become overwhelmed. In a crowded restaurant, for example, you’d never be able to carry on a conversation if you heard everything around you. Have you ever been in that situation and you suddenly hear one or two other conversations? Your brain is still screening out everything else, at least muting it, so that you can concentrate on the conversations that piqued your interest. 
 
    “Well, the same is true with ghost whispering. When you first became aware of your ability in this area, your skills were rudimentary. Your brain probably allowed the most desperate or the loudest ghosts to get through, but muted everything else. In this class, you’re going to learn how to let more messages from the spirit world through.” He laughed. “I see some rather intense worry on a lot of your faces. Don’t worry, your brain will still tune out most of those messages. To use the restaurant analogy once again, you wouldn’t want your brain incapable of knowing that a lot of conversations are taking place. However, despite your ears being able to hear the conversations, your brain will always select which ones to concentrate on. It will be the same with your ghost whispering abilities. 
 
    “OK. Let’s start the game, shall we?” 
 
    Bags descended from the ceiling, one above each of our rectangular spaces. I pulled out my black leather vest, then the kneepads, gloves and boots and put them on. I placed the sneakers I’d been wearing into the bag and gave it a tug, which sent it rising back up toward the ceiling. When the colored wires came down, I attached them to the correct tabs on my suit. As soon as the professor said to get started, I popped on my helmet. 
 
    The AI spoke to me: My name is Addison. Once again, it was a female voice. I’ll be your guide inside this game. It’s called The Case of the Wailing Banshee. You may speak to me whenever you like. No one outside the game will hear you. When you’re playing solo, your microphone only connects with me and in-game characters. When you play with other people, you can also talk to them, but not to anyone else. If you prefer to type, just say the word “Keyboard” and tap on the virtual keyboard that appears in front of you. Is that clear, Shade? 
 
    I answered, “Yes,” and the Character Design section began. I was asked if I’d like to use the character I’d previously designed. 
 
    Hmmmm, should I go with my ninja assassin look-alike? Oh, why not? I really didn’t feel like fussing over my character’s physical characteristics or makeup and clothing. 
 
    As soon as I pressed Yes, I regretted it. I could have used more time. 
 
    I arrived in-game outside a castle. I had the feeling it was going to be haunted. It was twilight, the sky purple along the horizon, turning darker the higher up you looked. Stars were twinkling overhead. The moon was only a thin glowing scythe. Dark mountains rose in the distance like a huge ogre under a cape, huddled against the encroaching night. 
 
    There wasn’t any crying. No evidence of ghosts. The only sound was that of crickets chirping, a rather peaceful sound. 
 
    Was I tuning out everything other than the crickets? I thought of the earlier lecture. Had my brain decided: Hell, yeah, that’s what I’m gonna do, never hear those ghosts again? 
 
    OK, that’s stupid. No brain had that much control over our instincts. If it did, we’d never get scared after deciding we didn’t like the feeling of fear. Our brains would completely overrule us. It was a matter of survival. 
 
    I reminded myself that some regular computer games started out that way: peaceful until you moved forward and explored some of the game world. 
 
    I tried to decide which way to go. Into the castle made the most sense. It looked ancient. Surely, lots of people had died within its walls. 
 
    I entered through a section jutting out to the side that turned out to be the kitchen. A fire burned inside a huge stone fireplace, flames licking the bottom of a metal pot. More pots and pans hung on the wall above the mantel. The interface of helmet, wires and my own nervous system allowed me to smell and hear the bubbling contents inside the pot. Beef stew, I was sure of it. Wooden boards filled with fruits and cheeses and loaves of homemade bread sat on a stone counter next to jars of jam and a dish of butter. 
 
    Part of me wanted to pause and see if I could taste food inside the game, but I didn’t want to waste time and fail the class assignment if we were being graded. 
 
    I moved out into a hallway that connected to the dining room. 
 
    A long wooden table was set with gleaming porcelain dishes, silver utensils and metal goblets filled with wine. The edges of the dishes were patterned with trailing green leaves and tiny pink flowers. 
 
    So far, I hadn’t come across any people—either living or dead. 
 
    I continued to explore. 
 
    The library took my breath away. I’d give anything to have something like that in my own house someday. Built-in wooden bookshelves lined most of the walls. Rugs with elaborate scenes covered the floor. A desk with ornately carved legs stood on the far side of the room. Behind it, stained glass windows rose up toward the ceiling, darkened by the night sky. I imagined how stunning they would look with daylight spilling through the colorful artwork. Leather chairs and couches throughout the room invited you to grab a book and settle in to read. 
 
    Thinking there might be clues in the book titles as to what I was supposed to do, I walked past the shelves looking for glowing words or some other hint. Nothing jumped out at me, so I moved on to other rooms. 
 
    The master bedroom held a four-poster bed, the mattress enclosed within a white-lace canopy. Children’s bedrooms held smaller beds with hand-sewn quilts and old-fashioned toys: wooden soldiers and cloth dolls with button eyes. 
 
    I wandered through every room, but there was absolutely no sign of a ghost. Although I enjoyed touring the castle, I worried that I’d wasted time and it might cost me a high grade. I wished I’d thought to ask if we were being graded on this game. Although that sounded like a different version of Do we have to know this for the test? and I hated being that student. 
 
    I stepped outside. 
 
    Again, all I heard were crickets. It was a peaceful, heavenly sound. The exact opposite of banshee wailing. 
 
    I continued on. Eventually, I came across a pond on the castle grounds. 
 
    As I was looking off into the distance, a flash of silver beneath the water caught my eye. Maybe the ghost was in the pond! But, again, no banshee wailing, no crying. I looked closer. The pond was filled with orange-and-silver koi, illuminated in ghostlike fashion by the sliver of moon above. 
 
    I felt hopeless. I felt I wasn’t up to much. My skills were seriously lacking. 
 
    Lifting the visor on my helmet, I took a quick peek at what the other students were doing. They were doing different things. Most were walking or running, but a few were swinging their arms, as though waving a baseball bat at something. Were they battling evil creatures, rescuing ghosts? If so, they were the A students. They were the real ghost whisperers, the ones with future careers. I was a loser even at the only talent I had in life: hearing the cries of ghosts. Maybe I was just susceptible at being haunted. Apparently, banshees weren’t my thing. 
 
    I dropped the visor back down. 
 
    Sitting on the grass next to the pond and pulling my knees up to my chin, I gazed at the swimming koi. It was mesmerizing. Flashes of orange and silver passing through the water, streaks of shimmering moonlight. 
 
    I relaxed. I gave into being hypnotized by the koi. 
 
    And then I heard it. The most high-pitched and terrifying wail I could ever imagine. 
 
    Now what? Was I supposed to find the banshee? Or simply respond to its warning that someone had either died or was about to die? What had the teacher said we were supposed to do once we heard the banshee? Oh, yeah, figure out the best way to respond. That totally sucked. I had no idea what to do. 
 
    I watched the koi swimming around, driven by nature to move through their habitat. Doing what, exactly? Following their instincts. Nothing more than that. Simply following their instincts. 
 
    Perhaps the koi were a message: Follow your instincts. Do whatever feels natural, whatever feels right. 
 
    What was natural for me was hearing and responding to ghosts. The banshees warn of deaths, both those that have already occurred and those that will soon happen. With each death, there’s a ghost. When a ghost can’t move on into the afterlife, they need the help of a ghost whisperer. If any such ghosts were nearby, I’d be capable of hearing them cry. 
 
    Maybe the death hadn’t occurred yet or wouldn’t take place on the castle grounds. I decided to head on out. Moving in the direction of the banshee’s wail, I found a dirt road and followed that. 
 
    Much of what I experienced on that path felt like a normal game. I battled giant spiders and vicious wolves. Every time I succeeded, I was rewarded—usually with food, but sometimes with coins or weapons. A creature that looked like a boss was especially difficult to beat. Turned out to be a shapeshifter. 
 
    Eventually, I came to a stone cottage, smoke rising from the chimney. 
 
    Outside the front door stood an old woman dressed in black, a shawl the color of night wrapped around her stooped shoulders. She stared at me with red eyes. In a voice as high-pitched and eerie as the banshee’s wail, she said, “You have come. Death awaits you.” In the blink of an eye, she dashed from her spot and disappeared. 
 
    I jumped at the sound of the front door whining on its hinges as it swung open. 
 
    Stepping inside, I looked around. 
 
    Everything looked fine. A family was gathered around a wooden table, eating dinner. A chicken carcass sat on a platter, having had the meat sliced from its bones and the drumsticks pulled off. 
 
    I was suddenly struck by gallows humor. Was I there to save the ghost of the bird? 
 
    Pulling myself together, I noticed a baby girl lying in a wooden bassinet. She was covered in blankets and fast asleep. 
 
    As the family ate dinner and talked about their day, the baby started to cry. No one answered her. I started to feel agitated. Was this mother like my own? Oblivious to the cries of her children? 
 
    I waited. 
 
    The family continued to talk and laugh and enjoy their dinner. 
 
    I marched over to the bassinet. 
 
    By then, the baby’s lips were blue. She was still. Leaning down to put my ear next to her mouth and my hand on her chest, I found no evidence of breathing. 
 
    Just as I was about to alert the family, a ghost the size of the infant, with her same cherub face and pouty lips, flew up out of the bassinet. It was crying. 
 
    That was the ghost! 
 
    What did she need? Surely, she hadn’t been murdered. She was comfortably covered within a decent bassinet. Maybe she’d been sick and neglected? 
 
    I had no idea what I was supposed to do. 
 
    I lifted the baby out of the bassinet and carried her over to her mother. The minute the woman saw her, she dropped the metal cup she’d been drinking from. Wine splashed over her dress and spilled onto the floor. The cup bounced with metallic clangs, like a bell tolling for the dead. Taking the swaddled infant in her arms, the woman let out a scream as chilling as that of the banshee’s. 
 
    The screen lit up with the following words in bright red letters: 
 
      
 
    Mission Accomplished. You placed the baby in her mother’s arms, giving her a final moment of peace. You answered the wail of the banshee. 
 
      
 
    I lifted the visor. Some students were still in-game. Others had removed their helmets. 
 
    Professor Hudson said, “If you’ve finished the game, you’re free to go.” 
 
    That really wasn’t that hard. I felt confused. What was the goal? Respond to a banshee wail instead of a ghost cry? 
 
    I felt crushed by disappointment in the class I’d been most excited about. Shiny helmets, cool leather outfits, treadtiles, VR…and monotonous exercises signifying nothing. 
 
    The final straw that broke the ghost whisperer’s back in that awful week was my decision to grab a snack late one night when Kai and I were pulling an all-nighter to finish some rather intense research papers. Mine was for my Journalism class, Conflict Among Cultures. I had to research the conflicts between Israel and Palestine and between Northern and Southern Ireland and include information on the ghosts of ten people who had died as a result of the violence. Other people in the class had different topics to research. The witches were assigned the conflict between Christians and Protestants in Europe during the age of the witch trials, 1550 to 1700. Apparently, 80,000 people were tried for witchcraft and 40,000 of them were executed, often by being burned alive. The assignment was to research ten people who were burned at the stake and decide if they were truly witches or not. I wondered about their ghosts. Had they gone on to a better place or been left mourning their lives with unresolved hatred toward their executioners? I wondered if Brandon or maybe his grandmother knew the answer. 
 
    Kai’s paper was less emotionally brutal. For her Developing Empathy for Fictional Characters class, she had to answer a list of questions about the main characters in The Poisonwood Bible. Apparently, the questions were designed to elicit empathy even for the characters who behaved horribly. I would have found that difficult, as I don’t forgive easily. You have to establish boundaries to keep yourself safe, end of story. 
 
    So, anyway, I asked Kai if she wanted to grab a snack. Pointing to a pile of energy bars on her desk, she said, “No, thanks. I’m good.” 
 
    I threw on a jacket and headed out to one of the twenty-four hour cafés on campus. 
 
    The night was as dark as it had been inside the VR game. A scythe-shaped glimmer of moon ripped a tiny crack of light in the darkness overhead. 
 
    I zipped my jacket and stuck my hands in my pockets. Brrrrr… The wind was blowing cold as it came in from the ocean. 
 
    I heard someone calling my name. Looking around, I saw Robert, Mr. REM himself, heading straight toward me. Just my luck. I did not want to chat with him. I’d had an awful day and I had a lot on my mind. 
 
    Robert, on the other hand, was in an exceptionally good mood. “How are you? How’s school treating you? Learn anything exciting? I love this school. I have the greatest roommates and…” He wouldn’t shut up. 
 
    Turns out he was happy to go with me to get a snack. Ugh. I should have stayed inside and asked for one of Kai’s energy bars. 
 
    Robert opened the door to a one-floor brick building where golden light illuminated plate glass windows like candles providing relief against the darkness. The wind grabbed the door out of his hands and slammed it into the wall. 
 
    Way to announce that we’re here. 
 
    I felt embarrassed walking into a public space like that. 
 
    Oh, my God, those eyes… 
 
    Dozens of beady rat eyes stared us down. We walked into a room void of people, filled with rats. I screamed bloody murder. My stomach roiled in disgust. We had planned to eat there. 
 
    Robert laughed. What was wrong with him? 
 
    As if the pace of time had been slowed down by molasses, the rats’ bodies stretched out, lengthened, stood upright and turned human. They were all dressed. Had they been wearing tiny outfits that grew with them? I had no idea. What was it that Professor Hudson had said? How our brains edit out extraneous information? My mind would have edited out the rat clothes. I would not expect them to be dressed. Not unless they were in cartoons, and then they’d probably only be half-dressed. I thought my brain would explode. 
 
    Robert walked right up to the counter and asked for menus. 
 
    I’m not sure I even excused myself. I dashed out of the café as fast as I could. Outside, I leaned against a tree. I threw up, making a mess on the ground. 
 
    I wanted to die. 
 
    Back in our room, I tried to confide in Kai about what had happened. 
 
    Anger sparked in her deep brown eyes. “They’re shifters, Shade. I’m sure they’re clean. It’s not like they’re wild rats or anything.” She stared at me for a few seconds, as though sizing me up. “My aunt was a cat, you know. You witnessed the battle out in the desert. Lots of shifters take different forms. I’m sure members of my family were rats at times.” 
 
    Yeah, sure, but were they working in a café at the time? I kept that query to myself. “I’m sorry, Kai. I wasn’t thinking. Can I have a couple of energy bars?” 
 
    She threw a couple in my direction and turned back to her paper. 
 
    I went back to researching the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The photographs I found were monstrously bloody. For the first time, I wondered if I had seeds of brutality within me. Could someone convince me to exterminate human beings I only viewed as rats? 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 8 
 
    The next day I didn’t have any classes until 1:00 in the afternoon. I wanted to be alone, so I decided to take a walk down to the beach, to see what it was like. I put my bathing suit on under my clothes, just in case I wanted to swim, emptied my backpack and stuffed my beach towel into it. 
 
    A path behind our dorm led from the grounds down to a narrow stretch of beach below the cliff. The cliff was steep and rocky, but the path snaked around rather than going straight down, so it wasn’t too hard to follow. 
 
    It was a beautiful morning. The sky was bright blue and filled with clouds. Birds swooped on the wind, every so often calling out to others in their tribe. Did birds have tribes? Even as I thought that question, I wondered if any were shapeshifters. How would I know? 
 
    I stumbled once and nearly tumbled over the cliffside. I’d been watching the birds and tripped over a rock. After that, I was a lot more careful. 
 
    When I got to the bottom, I felt disappointed at how narrow the beach was. Honestly, it was only about two feet from the edge of the water to the bottom of the cliff. The waves rolled in, pounded against the sand, and got sucked back out to sea. Thhhhh-wummppp! Shhhhh… Thhhhh-wummppp! Shhhhh… I realized it wouldn’t be safe to be there at high tide. The beach would completely disappear underwater. 
 
    I kicked off my sneakers, stuffed them in my backpack and waded into the water. Brrrrrr… The water of the Pacific Ocean was cold! But, still, I was at the beach and it felt glorious. All my worries washed away through my toes. 
 
    Back onshore, I discovered colorful stones polished smooth by the relentless saltwater and all sorts of shells. Tucked against the cliff was a conch coated in muddy sand. After plunging it into the water and swishing it around to wash it off, I placed it against my ear. A small ocean roared within. Or so my senses told me. In reality, it was the amplified sound of my own blood pulsing through my ear. I spent maybe half an hour collecting rocks and shells and placing them in my backpack, along with the conch. 
 
    Gazing along the coast and discovering that the beach grew wider further on, I headed off to explore. Before long, I discovered more paths leading down to the beach. I decided I’d return on one of those and see where it led. I assumed it would be another place on campus, as it wasn’t that far from the path I’d taken. 
 
    After I’d walked for a while, I stopped and looked out to sea. I noticed a number of large black rocks jutting up through the water’s surface like hooded creatures struggling to keep their heads above water. 
 
    Placing my hand over my eyes to block out the glare of the sun, I spotted a figure clinging to one of the rocks. 
 
    I tried to figure out if they were in trouble, but I couldn’t tell. They weren’t flailing around or slipping off the rock or anything. Maybe they were just resting. 
 
    I waved. 
 
    I really wanted to be alone; but I wasn’t going to let anyone drown, so I felt I needed to make an overture. 
 
    They waved back. Letting go of the rock, they headed toward one much closer to shore. Strong muscular arms arched into the air and slammed back down again, splashing water and propelling them forward. They definitely weren’t drowning. 
 
    I tried to decide whether to head on farther down the beach or stay where I was. 
 
    I stayed. 
 
    When the swimmer reached the rock closest to me, they shouted in a rather deep voice, “Helloooo! How’s it going out there?” 
 
    Hmmm. It was a guy. Not sure what to make of that. Had I come off as flirtatious? 
 
    “It’s going well. Just wanted to make sure you weren’t drowning.” 
 
    He laughed just as a huge wave came rolling into shore and swallowed him up. Reemerging from the deluge, he shook the water from his long black hair and laughed enthusiastically. “Well, I wasn’t drowning. Now, maybe a little bit. Are you coming in?” 
 
    I thought about it, but decided I wouldn’t. It didn’t feel safe. 
 
    He said, “Maybe some other time then. My name’s Merrik, by the way.” Then he dove into the water and swam away. As he dove in and flipped upside down, I swore I saw a tail of glittering green scales. No legs, no feet. In their place: a tail like that of a merman. 
 
    Dumbstruck, I stared out to sea and watched him swim away. Sure enough, every time he kicked, it looked like a green glittery tail slapping the water, rather than feet. 
 
    The sun was incredibly bright, sparkling and glimmering off the water, so I couldn’t tell how much was a mirage. I realized I should ask up on campus if merpeople existed or if shapeshifters could take their form. Maybe Kai knew. Asking her might put me back in her good graces, make me sound like a more open person than I must have seemed with my revulsion over rats serving food. 
 
    I shivered, despite myself. Brrrrrr…Rats serving food. Finding hair in your food that night would have been super-gross. I made a mental note not to point that out to Kai, even though I thought it was a valid point in my defense. 
 
    And then I heard crying. 
 
    No. No. No. No! I had to get to class soon. I couldn’t help right then. Next semester, I’d take the Ethics for Ghost Whisperers class. I couldn’t wait. I had no idea what I was supposed to do, what my responsibilities were or what was expected of me. I mean, if you were allowed to drink Pure Spirits to block out the cries of ghosts, wouldn’t it be OK to ignore them when you had other things to do, or even when you were just too tired? 
 
    Movement caught my eye. It was the colorful flash of a striped beach towel, as someone threw it around them. That person was huddled over, sobbing. So it wasn’t a ghost, after all. 
 
    I must have been staring. As the woman looked up, our eyes locked. It was Apple! 
 
    There was no avoiding her. She’d clearly seen me looking at her. Maybe she didn’t want to be caught crying, but I figured she’d feel a whole lot worse if I walked away like her crying bothered me or I didn’t care or something. 
 
    Working up my courage and fighting the introvert side of me that was having a fit inside my head (I need quiet! Run away! Run away!) I marched right over, trying my best to act nonchalant. “Hey, Apple, how are you? When did you discover this beach?” 
 
    Placing a hand over her eyes, she looked at me with confusion written all over her face. “Discover it?” 
 
    “Yeah. I came down the cliff path behind our dorm for the first time today.” I pointed behind me with my thumb, as though trying to hitchhike right out of there. “The beach is really narrow back there, so I wandered down here. First time I discovered this beach. It’s nice.” 
 
    Dropping her hand from her eyes and gazing out to sea, Apple said, “I’m local. I practically live here, right along this stretch of beach. I see you met Merrik.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. I wasn’t sure what to say next. Is he a merman? would have sounded crazy anywhere else I’d ever lived. And that included Roswell which had a whole lot of crazy. Of course, had Roswell been oceanfront rather than desert, merpeople sightings would have been just fine. Instead, it was dry as dirt and their brand of crazy was aliens from outer space, not mythical water creatures. Maybe the large empty spaces of flat desert where spaceships could land combined with desert mirage led to the aliens in metallic saucers mythology. 
 
    And here I was, just as crazy, seeing sparkly reflections from sunlight bouncing off saltwater and falling for the idea that perhaps I’d spotted a merman. 
 
    I decided to focus on the other thing she’d mentioned. “You’re local? But you’re living in the dorm…” 
 
    Squinting, which gave the impression that she was looking at me with surprise at my stupidity, Apple said, “Yeah, so? Locals are entitled to live on campus. Most people our age want some degree of independence from our parents, even if it just means moving into a dorm or apartment a few miles from home.” 
 
    I worked up my courage and sat down next to her. She sounded so defensive. I knew she was upset after whatever had happened to her at the party. And I totally got not wanting to live at home. I think I would have died a million deaths if I hadn’t been able to get some breathing space and distance from my mom. 
 
    “Oh, that definitely makes sense. I can’t imagine living at home. I just didn’t realize there were locals at the college. I mean, there were so many kids on the buses and ferries when we came here. Well, that was just stupidity on my part. Everything’s so new to me here.” 
 
    Apple dug her feet into the sand, using her toes. For the first time, I noticed that her toenails were painted turquoise with a pearlescent sheen. “It’s new for us locals, too. In some ways, it’s harder to fit in. A lot of us aren’t exactly accepted as equals.” 
 
    I never would have guessed that. Before the party, I saw her as one of the popular girls. She was the one who got invited to the party by an upperclassman, after all—by Joe, who was both cool and decent. 
 
    “What happened at the party, Apple? I know it’s been bothering you.” I felt all tense inside, my stomach in knots like a nest of snakes. I wasn’t sure what happened was any of my business; but there had been such a big change in Apple’s personality, I thought it would be good to offer a listening ear. 
 
    “I can’t talk about it. I’ll never be the same, but life goes on, right?” She picked up a seashell and some colorful stones so tiny they looked like gems. “You can collect a lot of cool things here. If you’re not from around here, you’ll discover a whole lot of treasures you can take home with you.” 
 
    I opened my backpack and pulled out the conch shell. Holding it out to her, I said, “Yeah, I’ve learned that already. Today was my first time down at the beach and I discovered this. It’s going on my desk.” 
 
    Apple reached out her hand and I placed the shell in her outstretched palm. Bringing it up to her mouth, she blew on it like a horn. The sound was loud and clear and somehow mystical. I’d never get a sound like that out of anything. 
 
    Within seconds, a bunch of seals popped their heads out of the water. Apple waved at them. 
 
    I felt so happy to be there, to be able to see this. “Oh, my goodness, Apple, seals! That’s amazing! Are they always here?” 
 
    She squinted at me again, with that you-are-so-stupid quizzical look on her face. “Yeah. Unless they’re migrating. Some do. The same way people migrate from colder to warmer places for the winter. Not all do, just some. It’s the same with seals.” 
 
    “You must love them a lot.” 
 
    This time, she looked at me with barely disguised shock. “Well, of course.” 
 
    I decided to broach the subject again. “Is that why you were so upset at the party, when they burned that seal body?” 
 
    Apple started to cry. Damn. Now, I’d done it. Pushed her too hard and alienated her. 
 
    When she pulled herself together and wiped the tears from her face, she said, “I told you. I don’t want to talk about it.” She handed the conch shell back to me. Her fingernails were painted the same color as her toenails, but had tiny white starfish painted on them. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to understand.” 
 
    “You will. Eventually. I think we’ll all learn how to handle this environment and the many different kinds of creatures who live here, hopefully through life at the college.” 
 
    I guessed that was true. I decided I’d take some marine biology classes if I could fit them into my schedule. I mean, why not? I could learn about ocean life as well as my ghost whispering responsibilities. It would give me a break, studying sea creatures, something magical within the real world. 
 
    Apple stood up and waved. “Merrik’s back!” 
 
    I looked out to sea. Sure enough, there he was, waving at us—well, at Apple, anyway. 
 
    I decided to be bold. I mean if you weren’t going to be bold and courageous and take risks in the ivory tower environment of college, you probably weren’t ever going to do that. You’d always be chicken, squawking your way through life, or a hermit crab, living your whole life crawling into one shell after another. “I’d like to meet him.” 
 
    Apple turned her attention toward me. She looked me hard in the eyes, as though trying to determine if I was for real. “All right. Can you keep an open mind?” 
 
    “Sure.” My mind was so open, it felt like a garbage dump at times. A place where ghosts and troubled moms could dump all their problems. OK, maybe I’m not as open-minded as I liked to think I am. I get annoyed at all sorts of people. But I was intrigued by Merrik and I wanted to meet him—just to prove to myself that he wasn’t a merman, if nothing else. 
 
    I was starting to believe I might be more close-minded than I’d previously thought. 
 
    Apple waved her hand in a motion toward us, signaling for Merrik to swim into shore. 
 
    Cupping his hands around his mouth, he shouted, “Come on out here. The water’s great today!” 
 
    Apple scrunched up her face and sighed in annoyance. She yelled back at Merrik, “I don’t feel like swimming right now!” 
 
    Once again, Merrik cupped his hands around his mouth. “Too bad! I’m not coming on land right now!” 
 
    Turning to me, Apple said, “Do you feel like swimming?” 
 
    “Sure! No problem.” I moved quickly before the opportunity evaporated. I peeled off my clothes and threw them on top of my backpack. “Ready!” 
 
    Apple laughed. Looking at my bathing suit, she said, “Well, you certainly came prepared.” 
 
    She removed the frayed jeans shorts and T-shirt she’d been wearing. Underneath, she had on a bikini made out of shiny turquoise material that tied on either side of her hips and twinkled in the sun. It was a very tiny bikini. 
 
    I had totally not come prepared. I had on an old dark blue one-piece with thick straps and material that had pilled on the butt. It wasn’t like I’d had a lot of opportunities to go swimming in the past. I made up my mind to see if the school store had swimsuits and, if so, how much they cost. I wanted the beach to become a big part of my life at Ocean View and I wasn’t about to look like a little kid with a hand-me-down bathing suit. Which, come to think of it, mine probably was. One of my mom’s Goodwill purchases. 
 
    I decided we’d better hurry up and get in the water before Merrik changed his mind and swam over to us. I could hide my bathing suit underwater. 
 
    I walked over to the water’s edge where the waves were dissolving into liquid lace and stepped right into it. Oh, my God, that was cold! I wrapped my arms around myself, noticing they were covered in goose bumps. I shivered involuntarily. 
 
    Apple waded in with her long legs and teeny bikini and, like a swimsuit fashion model used to posing for hot summer photos in cold climates, she smiled for the first time I’d seen since the party. Reaching down, she actually splashed cold water on her face and arms like it was the ideal bathwater temperature. 
 
    Clearly, one of us was a freak of nature. 
 
    OK, that wasn’t very nice. One of us had lived near the ocean; the other one clearly had not. And if one of us was a freak of nature, it was probably me. 
 
    Knowing the best way to deal with the chill was to completely submerge myself underwater, I walked out further and dove in. The temperature clearly wasn’t going to lead to hypothermia or anything. Apple was fine. 
 
    She dove in after me and we headed out toward Merrik. 
 
    I swam using the freestyle stroke. That and the breaststroke were the only ones I knew—freestyle because I’d learned it when we lived in a rinky-dink motel that had a swimming pool one summer, and breaststroke because it came naturally and required a whole lot less energy than any other kind of swimming. 
 
    Apple moved gracefully through the water, doing a series of dolphin dives that drove her forward. I figured she must have a lot of strength in her arms and legs and torso. My dolphin dives would have propelled me straight down under the waves where I would have been flipped around by their force, struggling for air while trying to figure out which way was up. 
 
    Merrik had returned to one of the black rocks. Apple reached him before I did. 
 
    The exertion of swimming brought warmth to my body, removed the bitter chill. When I reached the rock, I grabbed onto a small shelf, one of many carved into the side by waves pounding against the monolith over an unknown span of time. 
 
    As I set my hand on the slippery surface, a huge wave roared over us, smacking me in the face and submerging me beneath the blue-green water. A hand grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me above the surface. 
 
    I emerged into the air coughing and sputtering. 
 
    When I’d finally caught my breath and cleared my lungs, I discovered Merrik holding my hand. 
 
    He had long black hair that fell to his shoulders and the most gorgeous emerald eyes with thick black lashes. He was muscular and tan. Electricity shot through my skin at the points where our hands made contact. My stomach became a butterfly cage, the sensation of velvety wings flapping against the sides. 
 
    He looked at me with concern. “Are you OK?” 
 
    I felt like an idiot. Yeah, you couldn’t see my pilly butt, but you sure could see I’d never be cool. I tried to be as nonchalant as possible. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine. I’m just not used to swimming in the ocean.” 
 
    Merrik released my hand, which left me with a fleeting sense of loss—a moment when I could have been a bit more cool, a tad more attractive, now washed away in the stream of time. Hack. Hack. Cough. Cough. Sputter. Way to go, Shade. 
 
    Merrik’s attention turned to Apple. “Are you OK? You don’t look so great, Apple.” 
 
    Following Merrik’s concerned gaze, I looked over at my suitemate. Her lips were blue. Her face was pale. And her arms were covered in goose bumps. “I don’t know.” She rubbed one arm with the other, trying to warm herself with friction. “I guess I’m not used to this either. This water was a lot more hospitable when I had the extra fat.” 
 
    I was so surprised, the words flew out of my mouth before I processed my thoughts. “You were fat?” As soon as I’d said it, I realized I might have brought up a sore memory. 
 
    Apple and Merrik gave each other a knowing look. Apple’s jaw tightened. She had an intense look in her eyes, as if warning Merrik to watch how much he said. Turning slowly back toward me, she answered my question. “I used to be fat. It was all good. It kept me warm. It made me more like my family.” She laughed. “The water’s cold here. I miss who I used to be.” I thought I saw tears running down her cheeks, but in the next moment she got sprayed by saltwater as a wave struck the rock and curled upward, and I wasn’t sure I’d seen tears or just part of the environment splashing all around us. 
 
    Smiling, she said, “I should introduce the two of you. Merrik, this is Shade. She’s one of my suitemates up at the college. Shade, I’ve been a friend of Merrik’s since childhood.” 
 
    Merrik scowled. “Ocean View. Huh. What’s your major there?” 
 
    That put me on the spot. Did I admit I was a ghost whisperer? On campus, I’d gotten used to everyone being open about their magical abilities. Being a ghost whisperer was nothing compared to shifting shapes and turning into an animal or being a witch and setting the palms of your hands on fire. But, out in the real world? Maybe someday if I actually decide to make it my profession and have a shingle hanging up on my front lawn like Psychic Gabriella Underwood, but until then saying I’m a ghost whisperer felt way too freaky. 
 
    Waves continued to roll toward us, jostling us with their powerful liquid fists before racing into shore. It made it difficult to hear conversation as they slammed against the rock in an explosion of foam. I acted as though I’d misheard. “My minor’s Journalism in a Broken World.” 
 
    Merrik shouted above the ambient noise. “Your major! What’s your major?” 
 
    Apple raised her voice as well. “You can tell him. It’s fine. He knows all about Ocean View.” 
 
    To avoid the question while I decided how honest I should be with my answer, I ducked under an approaching wall of dark blue water before it had a chance to curl around and smash down, shifting its form into the chaos of bubbles and froth. When I surfaced, I’d gained my courage. “Ghost Whispering.” 
 
    Merrik opened his eyes wide. I’d struck some kind of chord with him. “Ghost whispering? That is fantastic.” Looking over at Apple, he winked. I had no idea what was going on between the two of them. They had some kind of secret language, like twins do in childhood when they spend too much time together. Just how close were they? Had they been raised together or something? 
 
    Curious, I asked Apple, “What’s your major?” I suddenly realized I didn’t know. 
 
    She became flustered. Shaking the water from her hair, she ran her hands through it, as though getting her hairstyle back was the most important thing on her mind. “I’m not sure. I might be changing my major.” She glanced over at Merrik. “I’m not sure I’ll be allowed to keep my major. I mean…” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Merrik pointed. “Hallooooo! Look at that!” 
 
    Apple looked alarmed. “No! Don’t call them over. I’m not ready for that.” 
 
    A group of seals were swimming together. Maybe twenty or thirty. I felt frightened. I didn’t know if it was safe to swim with them. I decided I’d follow Merrik and Apple’s lead. 
 
    Merrik seemed fine, perfectly relaxed. He grinned from ear to ear, watching the slick-skinned seals glide through the water. 
 
    Apple said, rather abruptly, “I’m freezing cold. I’m going back in.” It turned out she meant back to shore. She did a dolphin dive, continued doing those until she reached shallow water; then stood up and walked out onto dry land. 
 
    I started to yell after her, but her head was underwater when I tried that the first time. After that, she acted like she didn’t hear me at all, whether or not she actually did. 
 
    As I tried to decide what to do, another wave slammed into me and knocked my hand off the rock. I went bouncing around like seaweed, washing right up against Merrik. He wrapped his arms around me to hold me still, to steady me. The feel of his wet body against mine and his strong arms wrapped tightly around me sent a flurry of butterflies into my stomach and a thrilling sensation throughout my entire body. 
 
    He looked into my face with a tender expression. “You need to get your sea legs. Would you like to go swimming with me tomorrow? I could show you some amazing things, things you could never imagine. I’ve lived here my whole life. There are some truly unique things in the water off this coast.” 
 
    I thought about it. “I’m not sure I can. I have a pretty full class schedule tomorrow.” 
 
    He didn’t give up. “How about the weekend, then? Say, Saturday morning?” 
 
    I thought about how tired I felt. “How about Saturday afternoon?” 
 
    He smiled. “Great! Is 12:00 noon good?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Fantastic. I’ll see you then. How about we meet right here?” 
 
    I nodded my head in agreement, then left to freestyle it back to shore in hopes of walking back to campus with Apple. 
 
    Apple wasn’t in a sociable mood. She told me she’d head back in a little bit. “You better get going now, if you’re hoping to use the path behind our dorm. The tide’s going to completely cover that part of the beach soon.” 
 
    I felt my muscles tense up and my heart start to race. “But it’s early.” 
 
    Apple looked at me once again with that exactly-how-stupid-are-you expression. “Did you check the times for high tide today?” 
 
    “I thought it was later in the day, like around sunset.” 
 
    Apple laughed. “No. It’s when the moon is directly overhead, either here or on the other side of the Earth. The moon’s gravitational force tugs at the water, pulls it in like it’s covering up the beach with a blanket. Look.” She pointed straight ahead, her arm and hand at an elevated angle. 
 
    A pale sliver of moon hung illuminated in the sky, more than halfway between the horizon and the ceiling of sky directly above us. 
 
    I threw my jeans on over my bathing suit and wrapped my towel like a warm cloak around me. Picking up my backpack, I slung it over my shoulder. “Well, see you back at the dorm, then. How are you going to get back?” 
 
    “I told you. I live here. I know the roads and other paths. I’ll be fine. I’m thinking about skipping classes today.” 
 
    I felt in that moment so incredibly lonely. Apple seemed so crabby. It probably had nothing at all to do with me. She was going through stuff. She might also be changing her major. I wasn’t even sure how you did that at Ocean View. Majors seemed to be assigned automatically according to your magical ability. Maybe she had more than one and got to choose? I’d have to ask someone, but that wasn’t going to be Apple, at least not today. 
 
    “All right. See you back at school then.” 
 
    I trudged across the wet sand, feeling cold and lonely. I also felt sore from sand that had somehow washed in under my bathing suit and gotten into my sneakers. Ugh. Beach life wasn’t all it’s cracked up to be. 
 
    The walk back felt much longer than the walk down to the section of beach where I’d run into Apple. I suddenly became aware of aching muscles that weren’t used to swimming and sunburn I had no idea I was getting in the cool, windy weather and ice-cold water. Having shoved wet feet into my sneakers, it also felt like the skin on my heels was rubbing off, my heels becoming raw. Every step became excruciatingly painful. Even my hair bothered me. It was knotted and plastered to my head by the evaporating, sand-infused saltwater. 
 
    Yeah, I was one hot mess—although technically, not the least bit hot by any definition of that word. 
 
    When I got back to the section of beach at the bottom of the cliff behind our dorm, I discovered that the rising tide had covered most of the sand with water. Every time the ocean roared onto shore, only a one-foot strip of dry land remained. That filled me with dread. I figured it was only a matter of time before the waves reached the cliff and the beach disappeared below deep, turbulent water. If I didn’t hurry, I’d get swept out to sea and drowned. 
 
    I started running. Twisting my ankle, I fell right into the water, soaking everything, including my backpack. I wanted to scream. Pulling myself together, I slopped onto the dry sand and climbed one stair at a time up to Ocean View. 
 
    When I finally reached the grass behind our dorm, the back door opened. 
 
    It was Kai. 
 
    I tried to act friendly, despite my bad mood. Waving, I shouted, “Hey, Kai! How are you?” 
 
    She looked startled; then laughed. “Oh, it’s you! I didn’t expect anyone to be out here.” Taking note of the waterlogged, sand-and-salt encrusted mess I was, she added, “Did you go swimming? By yourself?” 
 
    I debated whether or not to mention Apple and Merrik. “It started out that way. I mean, I took a walk on the beach by myself; but then I ran into Apple and a friend and went swimming with them.” 
 
    “How was the water?” 
 
    I felt relieved when she didn’t ask about the friend. I put some energy into my answer, to keep her attention diverted away from that subject. “Co-o-o-o-ld! Like, really cold! But it’s beautiful out there. We saw lots of seals.” 
 
    A serious expression settled on Kai’s face. “How’d Apple react to the seals?” 
 
    I tried to remember. I’d focused most of my attention on Merrik. “She swam back to shore as soon as we spotted them. I think seals are second nature to her. She lives around here.” 
 
    “What do you mean? She’s living in our dorm.” 
 
    “No, I mean she’s local. She’s lived here since before college. She wanted to move into the dorm for the same kind of independence we’re experiencing…” I almost added from our parents; but, oh my God, Kai’s mother and aunt had died, and blurting that out would’ve been nothing short of horrible. 
 
    Kai squinted as she stepped out of the shade under a tree and got blasted by sunlight. “That makes sense. Well, I gotta go. I’m gonna be late for class.” 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “It was noon when I left our room.” 
 
    “Nooooo! Really? I have Pre-Calc at 1:00. I guess I gotta go, too.” 
 
    I ran up the stairs to our suite in a state of near-panic. I couldn’t be late for math class. If I fell behind in that one, it would be too hard to catch up. 
 
    Swinging the door to our suite open, I almost smacked right into Li Zhang. She managed to step aside a split-second before we collided. I mumbled an apology and sprinted off to my room where I peeled off my clothes and bathing suit and hopped into the shower. I left a pile of sand on the bathroom floor, but it was just going to have to stay there until after class. 
 
    After showering and getting dressed, I realized I was starving. Yanking open cabinet and refrigerator doors in the kitchen, I hurriedly searched for food that I could throw together into a lunch I could eat on the way to class. I found a jar of peanut butter and a jar of grape jelly. No bread, but I found a plastic bag with two stale hot dog buns in it. That would have to do. I spread lots of peanut butter and jelly on one of the buns. One should be enough. Hopefully, the jelly would moisten the bun and take away the dry staleness. I grabbed a Diet Coke; then ran back into my room and grabbed my textbook and notebook. I stuck a couple of pencils, a pen and my cell phone into my pockets. I felt incredibly frustrated that my backpack was soaking wet and sandy. I’d just have to carry everything without it. 
 
    Then I dashed off to class, eating my sandwich along the way. Figures math would be in one of the buildings on the other side of campus. 
 
    I walked into class just as the bell rang. Turned out it was in an auditorium with lots of people. I realized it was a prerequisite for most majors. We all had to train to be competent in running the business side of magic, after all. Insert sarcasm. 
 
    I climbed up a steep flight of stairs to the back row of seats, so I could disappear into the crowd in order to drink my soda and daydream if I wanted to. 
 
    The class wasn’t half bad. The professor, Dr. Camilla Montgomery, spent that first class reviewing basic Algebra, which I already knew. I brightened with the thought that I could skip a few classes here and there and not fall behind. 
 
    My hopes were quickly dashed when Montgomery scribbled class requirements on the board and emphasized that attendance would be part of our grade. 
 
    During most of the class, I doodled in the margins of my notebook and thought about Merrik. I tuned in once in a while to see if I knew the material being covered. I did. 
 
    After that class, I had an hour and a half until the next one. I went back to the dorm. 
 
    Thankfully, Kai hadn’t returned yet, which gave me a chance to clean up the sand in the bathroom, wash off the conch shell and run my beach stuff and backpack down the hall to the laundry room. 
 
    Over a trash can in the laundry room, I dumped and shook sand out of everything: my bathing suit, backpack, towel and sneakers. I found seaweed in the bottom of my bathing suit. Ugh. I guessed I’d have to make peace with the slime and grit if I wanted to spend time at the beach. I threw everything into a washing machine, purchased a packet of laundry detergent from a vending machine and dumped it in. The packet promised a Scent of Fresh Air. OK, then. Let’s hope for the best. Right then, everything smelled like fish. 
 
    Returning to the suite, I ran into Apple. 
 
    She seemed calmer. Her hair was wild and windswept. More freckles had popped out all over her cheeks and nose and her face had the blush of sunburn. She didn’t exactly look happy, but she looked like someone who’d come to terms with something. Maybe the ocean did that for people, especially if you’d grown up next to it. Maybe it was the combination of being outside in nature and also returning to the comfort of home. 
 
    That was something I’d never known. We’d moved around a lot and it had never felt comfortable. 
 
    Apple smiled as soon as she saw me. “Hey, Shade, I was thinking … Would you like to make dinner with me? We could see who wants to join us from our suite. I don’t have any more classes today, so I could go shopping if you don’t have the time.” 
 
    I guess I must have done something right at the beach, after all. Maybe I hadn’t done anything to drive Apple away. If people don’t constantly smile at me and say reassuring things, I tend to think they’re mad at me, at least until I get to know them and understand their moods. 
 
    “Sure. What were you thinking of making?” 
 
    “Something easy and not too expensive. My preference would be salmon or scallops, but that’s way too expensive. How about rigatoni with meat sauce and cheese, or maybe lasagna?” 
 
    “I’ve never made lasagna before. That might be fun. And I’d love to see how it tastes homemade. The cafeteria lasagna is terrible.” 
 
    Apple laughed. “I know, right? It’s kind of like eating layers of ocean plastic stuck together with cheese-flavored gum, the whole mess covered up in some kind of bitter sauce.” 
 
    That was quite a description. “Ocean plastic?” 
 
    Apple scowled. “Yeah. There’s a lot of plastic in the ocean. It washes up on shore sometimes. On a bad day, the water’s full of it. You’ll see it if you go down to the beach often enough.” Her face brightened, as though her mind had switched to another channel. “How about we have lasagna and salad, and maybe ice cream for dessert?” 
 
    “That sounds perfect. Let me know how much everything costs, so I can chip in.” I thought of my meagerly savings, but knew I should contribute. 
 
    Kai entered our suite just as I was leaving. I told her about dinner. She said she’d be happy to help cook. 
 
    College was fun. Socialization was becoming less painful for me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
    My last class of the day was Ghosts in Paranormal Literature. I was pretty sure it was going to be one of my favorites. If my VR class didn’t become more challenging, the literature class would definitely be my single favorite class. 
 
    We had an incredible discussion on The House of the Spirits being classified as magical realism. We then branched out into discussing other books in that genre. The professor, an energetic woman with gray hair and flashy clothes, posed the question: “Since you know for a fact that all kinds of magic are real, what does this say to you about these books? Are they all products of the authors’ imaginations, or do you think that at least some of the writers possessed magical abilities?” 
 
    That was such a great question. I thought back to Leotard Girl, the graphic novel I’d been working on. Maybe I’d like to write novels, rather than becoming a journalist or journalist plus ghost whisperer or whatever I was supposed to be after graduation. 
 
    I left class feeling exhilarated. All my life, the world had been small and claustrophobic and bound on all sides by my mother’s dysfunction. Suddenly, the world felt large and limitless and filled with possibilities. 
 
    Back in our suite, Apple had just returned from a local grocery store and was unpacking the bags. Trinity and Summer were helping her. 
 
    I said hi to everyone and offered to help as soon as I dropped my stuff off in my room and checked on my laundry. 
 
    In the laundry room, I discovered that someone had taken my stuff out of the machine and dumped it on a counter. Grrrrr… I realized I’d have to sit in the laundry room or at least check on my stuff more often if I didn’t want people removing it from the machines to make room for their own. I sniffed the pile. It didn’t exactly smell like scent of fresh air, but at least it no longer smelled like whiff of seaweed and sardines. I could live with that. 
 
    Throwing the towel in the dryer and dropping a couple of quarters into the slot, I took everything else back to the suite and hung it up in the bathroom to dry. 
 
    By the time I returned to the kitchen, Dakota and Maeve had joined the group. Kai and Li came in a few minutes later. All our suitemates were there! I was glad we’d have the opportunity to get to know each other better. 
 
    Apple seemed to know her way around the kitchen. I felt woefully inadequate. My mom had never taught me to cook. I could order a pizza or toast English muffins to a perfect golden crisp, but that was about it. 
 
    Apple took charge. “OK, guys, who wants to make the salad? And who wants to help make the meat sauce, the lasagna or the garlic bread? The garlic bread’s the easiest. I bought a frozen loaf.” She smiled. 
 
    I volunteered to help make the lasagna. I wanted to learn. 
 
    Apple turned on the TV in our living room. Someone had hooked up a computer to it. Scrolling through a list of music albums, she asked how we’d feel about listening to Celtic music with the sounds of whales mixed in. We all approved. 
 
    The haunting melody of Celtic music combined with the mysterious, unearthly songs of humpback whales filled our suite and transported us to a different place. As though we’d known each other a much longer time—rather than feeling like the complete strangers most of us were to each other—we worked rather well together, even in the cramped space of our small kitchen. 
 
    Maeve peeled large green leaves of romaine lettuce from a stalk, rinsed them one by one, then ripped them into smaller pieces and dropped them into a bowl. Li ran water over plump red tomatoes and celery stalks, cut them up and added them to the greenery. I’d never seen such vibrant colors in fruits or vegetables, or tomatoes quite that large. 
 
    Apple heated a pot of water to boiling, then pulled sheets of lasagna noodles from a box and dropped them in. I watched closely, not wanting to admit how little I knew about making lasagna. It made sense that the noodles would start out stiff and dry, like spaghetti. Somehow, I’d assumed they were soft and came in a bag with water. 
 
    Trinity cut up some garlic cloves. Heating up a skillet, Apple threw in the cloves; then opened a package of ground beef and dropped that in. She stirred it around until it turned brown and smelled heavenly, then added jars of tomato sauce and let it all simmer. 
 
    The kitchen smelled amazing. 
 
    Following Apple’s instructions, Dakota mixed a couple cartons of ricotta cheese with spices and a bunch of other cheeses. 
 
    I volunteered to make the lasagna itself. 
 
    I enjoyed the process. Layer of wet, squiggly sheets of noodles. Layer of cheese mixture topped with heavenly meat sauce. Repeat, repeat, repeat until the rectangular glass dish was almost filled to the top, then coat the final layer with more sauce and generously sprinkle cheddar cheese on top. 
 
    Lifting the pan to place it in the oven, I discovered it was quite heavy. 
 
    Apple set the oven temperature and timer. “So, what do you guys want to do while we wait?” 
 
    We decided to play poker. Maeve went back to her room to get a deck of cards. When she returned, she placed a small wooden box on the table. It had a picture of a tree engraved in the lid, a wide tree filled with branches and leaves. She slipped the lid out through a groove at the top of the box, reached in and pulled out a deck of cards. “Who wants to be dealer?” 
 
    Li pulled her feet up onto her chair to sit cross-legged. “You should. They’re your cards.” 
 
    Everyone nodded their heads or gave some other sign of agreement. 
 
    Summer got up, rummaged through cabinets and plopped a few large bags of M&M’s on the table. “We should bet. It makes the game more interesting.” 
 
    Dakota grabbed one of the bags, looked something up on her cell phone and started jotting something down on paper. “Here. How about this?” She passed the slip of paper around. 
 
      
 
    Brown: $1 
 
    Yellow: $5 
 
    Red: $10 
 
    Orange: $20 
 
    Green: $50 
 
    Blue: $100 
 
      
 
    I felt nervous. I couldn’t afford to gamble for money. “Is this real money? If we lose, do we owe real money?” 
 
    Summer laughed. “No, not at all. I just think it makes the game more interesting if you at least play for pretend money.” 
 
    Dakota laughed. “Actually, you can eat your winnings. Winner gets most chocolate.” 
 
    Summer rolled her eyes. “Yeah, after everyone’s handled it. Gross.” 
 
    A few people groaned. 
 
    Then Maeve dealt cards. “Dealer’s choice?” 
 
    There were head nods and a few mutterings of “Sure.” I wasn’t sure what Dealer’s Choice meant, so I nodded in order to hide my ignorance. 
 
    Maeve divided the deck of cards into two piles and started shuffling. Pfffft. Pfffft. The sound of cardboard cards flipping against each other. “OK, great. We’ll play Texas Hold ’em. Anyone need the rules?” 
 
    I swear I always feel out of place. I’d been exposed to so little in my life. I’d played poker a couple of times with kids in middle school, but I didn’t realize there were different kinds of poker games. I’d have to admit this or I wouldn’t be able to follow. “I’ll probably need rules. I’ve hardly ever played, and that was years ago.” 
 
    Maeve went over the rules and texted me a link to a site explaining the game and the rankings of poker hands. “You’ll have to memorize the hands. No peeking at phones while we play.” 
 
    Wow. Maeve took poker seriously. I wasn’t sure I was up for that. 
 
    I stared at the hand rankings, trying to make them sink into my brain. I invented mnemonics and hoped they’d stick. Royal Flush was pretty obvious. I had to do mental gymnastics to remember where four of a kind, three of a kind, two pairs and one pair fell in the hierarchy. I wanted to tattoo the rankings on my wrist with black marker, but I wasn’t sure Maeve would approve. 
 
    I was wrong. Maeve must have noticed the confused expression on my face. She relented on memorization. Scribbling something on a piece of paper, she set it in the middle of the table. “Here are the poker hand ranks in order. Peeking at cell phones isn’t allowed because you could look up ways to cheat. Referencing the hand ranks will be fine. Just use this sheet.” 
 
    I felt chastised, like an elementary school kid being reprimanded by the teacher at school. Like a child at a table full of grown-ups. Pretty soon I’d be sent off to bed wearing footie pajamas while the adults got the party started. My voice came out with a squeak. “Can I see that?” 
 
    Trinity grabbed the paper and studied it before handing it to Dakota. Dakota pored over it a while, moving her lips as though reciting the list. Phew. I obviously wasn’t alone. Not everyone here was an experienced poker player. 
 
    Maeve dealt the cards: two face down in front of each of us. The cards were strange: kind of holographic, but with an extra-bright shimmer of rainbow colors around the edges, similar to when a crystal breaks sunlight into colors against the wall. On the back of each card, there was a portrait of a beautiful faerie woman with white translucent wings lit from behind. I stared, mesmerized. The effect was that of real light glimmering through the wings. 
 
    Curiosity got the better of me. “These cards are beautiful. Do you know what causes that shimmering effect? I’ve never seen that before.” I picked up one of the cards to take a closer look. 
 
    Maeve groaned. “Noooo! You’re exposing your card to everyone at the table.” 
 
    So, I was. I was clearly showing the front of my card to everyone else. I flipped it around. Oh, man. It was an Ace! 
 
    Maeve cupped her hand and waved her fingers in her direction. “Give it to me. Hand it over.” 
 
    I could have had an Ace. Damn it. 
 
    I dropped the card in the middle of the table. Maeve picked it up and gave me a new one. 
 
    As I gazed despondently at the new card with the number 8 printed at the top and bottom corners, Li said, “Faerie enchantment.” 
 
    I flipped the edge of my other card up to see what it was. A 3. I now had a hand that totally sucked. The two cards weren’t even the same suit. No chance to win that way. “Excuse me.” 
 
    Li repeated herself. “Faerie enchantment.” 
 
    Once again, I was totally confused. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Maeve answered in a tone of voice that sounded like she’d explained this a bazillion times. “It’s a spell. These cards are enchanted with a faerie spell.” Her blue eyes sparkled with intensity. 
 
    I thought back to the faerie glamouring at the funeral for Kai’s aunt and just said, “Oh.” 
 
    I looked over at Kai to see how she was reacting to the conversation, but she was lost in concentration studying the list of poker hands. 
 
    Maeve collapsed the two piles of cards in front of her, then spread them out like fans. As she passed her hand over them, light shimmered across the cards like lightning over an open field. The faerie woman appeared to wink at us from one card after the other. 
 
    Maeve withdrew her hand. The faerie woman had disappeared. In her place: a variety of magical creatures—faeries, mermaids, and others I didn’t recognize—all beautifully painted. Then, suddenly, a flash of movement. A mermaid resting on a rock surrounded by water flipped her green sequined tail up into the air and splashed it back down, leaned her head against an open palm and gazed at us with emerald green eyes. A faerie woman flapped her delicate moth-sized wings. A male faerie with a crown of leaves and flowers on his head brought a crystal ball closer to his face and peered into it with serious concentration. 
 
    Maeve looked around the table, her gaze finally resting on me. “These are faerie tarot cards. That’s their original form. They allow me to see into the future. These cards have special meaning to me. They’re a gift from my grandmother. When I use them for card games, I simply glamour them, so they look like whatever game I’m playing.” 
 
    Waving her hand back over them, she created a reverse lightning storm. Light leapt from the cards up into the palm of her hand, disappearing instantly like lotion into thirsty pores. 
 
    Throughout all of this, Li kept nodding her head as though to assert that she understood. The blue and white stars tattooed in a trail across her forehead moved up and down, like a banner blowing in the wind, as she went through a series of expressions from wide-eyed to studied to yes, I know what that is. 
 
    As though she’d been interrupted by someone asking a mundane question like where’s the bathroom or what time is it, Maeve looked around the table, cupped her hand and waved her fingers toward herself again. “Give me back all the cards. I’ll shuffle again.” She smiled at me and laughed. “This time, no showing your cards. OK?” 
 
    I swallowed and nodded my head. 
 
    Pfffft. Pfffft. The cards were reshuffled and redistributed. 
 
    Yes! I now had a King and a Queen! Luck had turned my way. 
 
    The King winked at me. The Queen swiveled in his direction and waggled a finger. 
 
    I was losing my freaking mind. 
 
    Of course, I’d felt that way before. When I’d started hearing ghosts, when Annie disappeared, when I’d first heard a banshee wail. Certainly, at the funeral for Kai’s aunt. In a lesser way, when Brandon had driven me crazy with the squawking birds and squealing piggies of Angry Birds. 
 
    The King and Queen froze, adopting perfect poker faces. I smiled at the poker pun that had popped into my head. 
 
    Dakota got up and went over to the fridge. “Anyone want something to drink?” 
 
    Apple waved her hand in the air and hopped up out of her seat. “Oh, wait. I forgot. I got something special to go with dinner.” Ducking her head into the fridge, she pulled out two bottles of wine. “Who wants white? Who wants red?” 
 
    More adult choices. I had no freaking idea. I remembered hearing that red wine was healthy. Apparently, it had some life-extending properties. I hated the whole idea of alcohol because of my mom. Live your life with an alcoholic, and drinking alcohol in college feels more like accepting peer pressure from Satan than rebelling against adults. 
 
    But I wasn’t about to be the baby wearing footie pajamas while the adults played cards and drank wine. “I’ll take red.” 
 
    Apple yanked a bag of disposable plastic cups down from a shelf. She poured wine into cups and handed them around. No one opted out. 
 
    College, it seemed, is somewhere between childhood and adulthood. Here we were drinking wine underage, but sipping it out of cheap throwaway plastic cups. 
 
    I took a tentative sip. Ooooof. Bitter. 
 
    The cups were transparent; I could see what everyone was drinking. Summer took a gulp of the same kind of wine. It didn’t faze her. She turned up the edges of her cards and took a peek, then took another swig of wine. With her upper lip outlined in purple like a brand of alcoholic lipstick, she gave me a funny look. “You don’t like it?” She meant the wine, not the temporary tattoo enhancing her lip. 
 
    “No. It’s fine. I’ve never had red wine before. I expected it to be sweeter.” As if implying: You should see me with the sweet drinks. I can drink large men under the table. You know, men who drink fancy fruity drinks with umbrellas in them. 
 
    Summer smiled. “You get used to it. It’s an acquired taste.” 
 
    That made me feel better. I was one of the grown-ups after all, apparently on my way to mastering acquired tastes. Next thing you know, I’d be drinking coffee and beer and enjoying peas and Brussels sprouts. 
 
    Li was sitting to the left of Maeve. She picked up the bag of M&Ms. “OK if I distribute our starting money and set the big and small blinds?” 
 
    Maeve said, “Sure.” No one contested it. 
 
    Li gave each of us the following M&Ms: two yellow, two red, and three orange. She then opened a bag that had all brown M&Ms and added ten of those to each of us in separate piles. 
 
    I grabbed the paper listing the worth of each color from the center of the table. Nice! I had $100. I wish I had Maeve’s form of magic. I’d glamour the hell out of those M&Ms until they turned into green paper money. 
 
    Li said, “All right. How ’bout we make the small blind $5 or one brown M&M, and the big blind $10 or one yellow M&M?” 
 
    Maeve said, “Sure. Anyone object?” 
 
    Oh, God. What’s a blind? 
 
    I decided to watch, pay attention, see if I could catch on, rather than asking what a blind was. 
 
    Dakota spoke up. “Blinds?” 
 
    Li explained. 
 
    Ahhh. So, apparently, they were the opening bets. 
 
    Li moved one brown M&M from the pile in front of her to a spot closer to the center of the table. 
 
    Summer who sat to the left side of Li did the same with a yellow M&M. 
 
    And the buzzer on the oven went off. Dinner was ready. 
 
    We decided to continue playing poker while we ate. 
 
    The food was delicious. I’d never had better lasagna. And the salad was good. I guess I’d never had romaine before. I’d certainly never had tomatoes that red or that juicy. 
 
    Apple popped open a can of sardines. She asked if anyone wanted some. Lots of headshaking no. She shrugged her shoulders and emptied the entire can into her salad. Ugh. That was one pile of disgusting slippery fish. But what did I know? I’d never had sardines. “Can I try one?” 
 
    Apple leaned back. “Sure. Just grab one.” 
 
    I picked up my fork and scooped a tiny fish out of her salad. Grabbing it by the tail with my fingers, I popped it into my mouth. Oh, ugh. Ugh. Ugh. Ugh. Wrinkling my nose, I made myself chew it, swallow it, finish it. Grabbing the wine, I took a big gulp. Acckkk. Bitter. 
 
    Apple burst out laughing. She looked at Summer. “It’s an acquired taste.” 
 
    Summer replied through a mouthful of lasagna, “No, thank you. I ain’t never acquirin’ that taste.” 
 
    The smile fell from Apple’s face. She concentrated on pouring some kind of green salad dressing from a glass jar over her salad. 
 
    I was curious. “What is that?” 
 
    “Green Goddess dressing. It’s a variation on a family recipe.” 
 
    “Can I have a taste?” 
 
    “It has anchovies in it. They’re ground into a paste and added to the dressing.” 
 
    I passed. Reaching for a store-bought bottle of Ranch dressing, I drowned my salad in that. 
 
    The funny thing about wine. The more you drink, the less you notice the taste. Somewhere along the line, the alcohol convinced my brain that I do indeed like red wine. 
 
    We finished dinner and dessert. The ice cream was delicious. I decided that chocolate ice cream washed down with red wine should be on restaurant menus. Kind of like a poor man’s flaming dessert. No fancy fire dancing on top of your frozen ice cream, just the burn of alcohol on your cold throat. This was college. We had limited budgets. It worked. 
 
    The evening blurred around the edges. Kind of like Maeve’s faerie cards. 
 
    We drank wine. We gambled for M&Ms. We scooped the extra chocolate candies coated in their crunchy shells of deliciousness from the bottom of the bags and popped them into our mouths, eating future profits. 
 
    I’m not sure how good I actually was at poker. However, through the alcoholic haze and the blurred edges of the room, I thought I was getting pretty darn good. I felt I was a fast learner. My pile of brown M&Ms had grown substantially. And I had doubled my orange ones—each worth $20—from three to six. 
 
    Li’s stack of orange M&Ms was at least as large as my collection of brown ones, but that’s beside the point. 
 
    Eventually, the conversation turned to magic. 
 
    Kai brought it up rather casually. “So, what type of magic are you guys here for—at Ocean View, I mean?” Her words were slightly slurred. 
 
    We were at the beginning of another round. It was Maeve’s turn to start with the small blind. She picked up a brown M&M and placed it off to the side. Waving her hand over the remaining pile, she turned it into a shimmering pile of tiny golden coins. “You already know what I’m at Ocean View for: learning how to develop my faerie skills.” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m from a family of shifters.” She reached across the table and grabbed a bottle of white wine. It turned out that Apple wasn’t the only one who had purchased wine. We had quite a lot of it. The floor looked like the living room at my house: littered with empty bottles. No cigarette butts. Just bottles. 
 
    Kai drained the glass bottle that turned out to only have about an ounce left on the bottom, then placed it on the floor. Rolling a few inches, it clinked against another one. She reached across the table, grabbed another bottle of white wine. 
 
    Trinity, her skin deep black and glowing beautifully through a sheen of sweat, her blue hair highlighted by the overhead lamp, grasped Kai around the arm with excitement. “I’m a shifter, too. How experienced are you with shifting?” Her black eyes were wide and lit with interest. A spark of light glinted off her silver nose ring. 
 
    Summer lifted her plastic cup. “Hear, hear! A toast for all the shifters!” Trinity lifted her cup and smashed it into Summer’s. They burst out giggling when the wine rose like a wave over the lip of their cups and splashed onto the table. 
 
    Maeve grabbed the cards spread out across the table. “Hey! These are special cards! Be careful! You’re going to wreck them!” 
 
    Summer rolled her eyes. Slurring her words, she said, “Sorry, mom.” 
 
    Maeve stood up. Pushing her chair back, she accidentally knocked it over. It hit a couple of bottles with a clank. Maeve’s eyes filled with tears. “I mean it! These are a gift from my grandmother. She’s no longer alive, so I can’t ever replace them!” 
 
    Standing up, Trinity walked over and gave her a hug. “Sorry. Maybe wine and special cards don’t mix. We’ll be more careful.” She tripped over the leg of her chair as she went to sit down. I’m not sure how careful anyone was capable of being at that particular moment. 
 
    With a serious expression on her face, Li said, “What happened to your grandmother? I’m half-faerie. Faeries live forever.” Her voice took on a more quiet tone. “…unless they have an accident.” 
 
    Maeve grabbed a roll of paper towels from the counter and wiped up the spilled wine. She set the roll down next to her chair. Smart move. Good chance there was going to be more spilled liquid before the night was over. “My grandmother, the one who gave me the cards, died in a car crash. She was on my dad’s side, the faerie side. My human grandmother’s still alive. I’m half-faerie.” 
 
    Li reached out and grasped Maeve’s hand. “I’m so sorry. I’m half-faerie, too.” She looked around the table. “Do you guys know about the difference between half faeries and full faeries here on campus?” 
 
    Utter silence. The answer seemed too obvious—that both parents of a full faerie were also faerie; but for half-faeries, only one parent came from that race—so that’s probably not what she was getting at. 
 
    Li explained exactly what I thought. Then she continued, “Half-faeries live in the regular dorms and take classes in the regular buildings. We’re one of the general student body, one of you guys. The full faeries are different. If you ever see someone with absolutely luminous skin, chances are they’re a faerie. Although they’re capable of extraordinary magic, they’re actually quite fragile here on Earth. For one thing, metals are their Achilles’ heel. It’s like poison to them. It burns their skin if they come into contact with it. There’s medicine to counteract that now, but it’s strong and has side effects and they can’t take it for too long. They have to take it to deal with the bus and train rides here. Those are basically metal torture cages for them without the medicine. Same thing with lots of stuff in the regular school buildings here on campus—too much metal. So they live in dorms and go to class in marble and other stone buildings here on campus. It’s in its own separate section in a beautifully wooded area.” 
 
    Maeve wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, we half-breeds are banned from that section of campus.” She changed the subject. “Summer and Trinity, what kinds of shapeshifters are you? One specific kind? Or can you shapeshift into anything?” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Honestly, I don’t know yet. I come from a long line of people who have various types of shifting abilities. My grandmother could only ever shift into a tiger. That was it. But my parents could shift into a whole bunch of different animals and I’ve heard stories since I was a little kid of our ancestors doing the same thing. When I experience a strong emotion, I start to shift; but I’ve only ever shifted into a cat. Trust me, I’m never going to be able to protect you or save your ass. I’m never going to be a warrior. Not unless I overcome the bad guy or the enemy with cute fluffiness and snuggles.” She rolled her eyes. “How about you, Summer?” 
 
    Summer had been listening intently. “Same. Except…and don’t laugh…I’ve only ever turned into a lizard. An adorable bearded dragon, to be precise.” 
 
    “Well, cats are predators to lizards. I guess that makes me more dangerous than you.” Trinity raised her arms and aimed her hands toward Summer. “Rooaaaar!” She laughed, despite Summer’s request. “Good thing we keep our minds when we shift. We’re not totally controlled by instinct, all wild beast and stuff.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, with a tone of humorous sarcasm, Summer said, “Rooaaaar? Don’t you mean Meeeowww? And maybe Purrrrr?” 
 
    Trinity laughed. “Yeah, sadly, I’m nothing more than false bravado and fake threats.” 
 
    Summer replied, “Most cats are.” I realized then that Summer had a quick wit. 
 
    Dakota turned her palm over, so that it faced upward. Tiny blue flames ignited, then merged into a single dancing flame. “I’m a witch. Pure-blood. I’m limited in my powers, though. I grew up in Louisiana, in a neighborhood of mostly non-witches…you know, supposedly ‘normal’ people.” She spiced the word normal with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “My parents are witches, but they discouraged me using my powers when I was a kid. When my mom caught me using magic to make the pumpkins in our garden grow more quickly, she dragged me back inside the house and warned me to never, ever do that again where the neighbors could see. She acted like we were going to get burned at the stake or something.” With her empty right hand, she fiddled with a few orange M&Ms. The flame grew larger in her left. “So, anyway, my powers are stunted. I have a lot to learn.” She extinguished the flame. 
 
    Maeve spoke next. “So, who’s next? Apple and Shade, what are you guys? And, Kai, what kind of shifter are you?” 
 
    I took a big swig of wine. “I’m not anything.” 
 
    Maeve said, “You have to be or you wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Kai stared at me hard, as though trying to communicate something nonverbally. I was too drunk to pick up on any of it. “You’re being modest, Shade.” Turning to everyone else, she said, “Shade’s a hero. She’s rescued a lot of people through her skills.” 
 
    Maeve didn’t buy it. “You don’t get to go here for being a hero. Otherwise, the school would be filled with firefighters, nurses, doctors. Give it up. What kind of magic do you have?” 
 
    Kai slammed her fist on the table. Being an empath, she knew I needed attention diverted away from me. “I’m not a shifter, even though it runs in my family. OK? I’m an empath. Kind of dumb, right? I have rather extreme empathic abilities. My mom and my aunt were shapeshifters, but I don’t show any of that ability. I’m just an empath … and a healer. You want me to tell you what someone’s feeling, just ask. You want your sore throat fixed in time for final exams? I’m your gal.” 
 
    Maeve replied, “Were?” 
 
    Kai looked blank, like she totally didn’t understand what Maeve was talking about. 
 
    Maeve pressed on. “You said were. Your mom and aunt were shapeshifters. What happened?” 
 
    Kai brushed loose strands of hair out of her face. She looked stunned by the twists and turns the discussion about magical abilities had taken, like she’d been slapped across the face. “They both died. It was pretty bad, actually…” 
 
    I intervened by switching the focus back to me. “I don’t have any special magic, either. I’m a ghost whisperer. I hear ghosts crying when they need help moving on further into the afterlife because they have unresolved issues here on Earth.” 
 
    Kai had looked incredibly distraught talking about her mother and her aunt. She recovered once she didn’t have to explain any further. Of course, the wine must have helped with that. I know my own head was swimmy. I couldn’t obsess on any particular concern like I usually did. The alcohol watered it down and washed it away. “Shade’s being modest. She’s actually solved crimes. A lot of ghosts of murdered people have contacted her to find their killer, and she did that for them. Having their murders solved and the criminals caught resolved their issues.” 
 
    Maeve turned to me. “Is that like a psychic? Are you a psychic?” 
 
    Gabriella Underwood was a psychic. I was not a psychic. “No. I hear ghosts directly. They contact me by crying in some kind of range I can hear, but most people can’t. I’m not exactly sure how psychics know the things they do, but it’s different for them.” 
 
    Maeve turned to the one person who hadn’t answered yet. “So, what are you, Apple?” 
 
    Apple’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m not anything. Not anything at all!” 
 
    Maeve said, “That can’t be true. Like I said before, you have to be magical—at least to some degree—or you wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    The dam broke. Streams of tears mixed with eyeliner and mascara flowed down Apple’s cheeks. She wiped them away, marking her face with charcoal smudges. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    Dakota defended Apple’s right to privacy. “Let it be. She’ll talk about it when she’s ready.” 
 
    A mischievous smile crossed Li’s face. The spark of an idea lit her eyes with excitement. “You know what we all need? We need an adventure. Anybody wanta see the pure-blood faerie compound?” 
 
    Trinity slapped her hand on the table, causing her M&Ms to jitter about like jumping beans. “Hell, yeah! We oughta see for ourselves what their pure-blood nonsense is all about!” 
 
    Pure-bloods? What the hell was that all about? Dakota had talked about being a pure-blood witch. I looked over at her. Her face looked awfully tense. 
 
    We all agreed to abandon our game and our piles of chocolate treasures and sneak out into the darkness of night. 
 
    In our drunken desire to rush headlong into adventure, we got clumsy. Trinity tripped over one of the bottles on the floor. Struggling to regain her balance, she stepped on two other bottles, which caused them to roll in opposite directions with a force that sent her careening through the air. Before she had time to grab onto anything to stop her fall, she slammed her head really hard on the edge of the kitchen counter. She went down like a sack of bricks. The sounds of her head hitting the counter and her body slamming into the floor were horrible. 
 
    There was blood all over the place. It spread out under Trinity’s head. Only Kai had the presence of mind to roll her over. 
 
    Dakota started screaming. 
 
    Without taking her attention away from Trinity, Kai shouted, “For God’s sake, be quiet! I need to concentrate!” 
 
    When Kai rolled Trinity over, we gasped and covered our mouths. Trinity’s head had a gaping wound. Her forehead was smashed in, like someone had hit her with a two-by-four. A part of her forehead was ripped apart and oozing blood. 
 
    Lifting Trinity’s head and reaching underneath with her hands, Kai swept out shards from a broken plate. How did that even happen? Someone must have put their plate on the floor, along with the bottles and everything else we kept moving out of the way of the poker game. Then a freak accident and Trinity smashed right into it. 
 
    Trinity was unconscious. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing or not. 
 
    Kai placed her hands on Trinity’s wound and closed her eyes. She began swaying back and forth and humming. 
 
    Dakota said, “Let me try. I’m a witch. I know some basic healing spells.” 
 
    I grasped Dakota by the arm. “Let her try first. Kai’s a fairly powerful healer.” I thought about the way she’d healed my mom’s addictions and hoped she could do the same for a gaping wound and a girl who appeared to be dead. 
 
    Blood oozed onto Kai’s hands and covered them. It seeped under her fingernails. 
 
    Eventually, Kai opened her eyes. She lifted her hands from Trinity’s head to check on her progress. The bleeding had stopped; the wound had started to close. Returning to her ritual, Kai placed her hands once again on Trinity’s forehead, closed her eyes and resumed humming. 
 
    The rest of us sat down in a circle surrounding Kai and Trinity. 
 
    After what seemed like an eternity, Trinity opened her eyes. Blinking and pushing herself up by her elbows and then her hands, she sat up and looked around at all of us. “Sorry, guys! Did I pass out? God, I’m such a lightweight when it comes to drinking!” She seemed embarrassed. 
 
    Kai placed a hand on her shoulder. “Take it easy when you stand.” Then she explained to Trinity exactly what had happened. 
 
    Trinity’s eyes grew wide as saucers. “Jesus Christ. I guess it’s lucky we have a healer among us.” 
 
    Kai needed someone to brag for her. She’d put herself down only moments earlier about her abilities not being on par with those of faeries and witches. I said, “That’s Kai’s healing power in action. She’s amazing!” and went over and gave her a hug. 
 
    Kai squirmed under my embrace. “Watch out! My hands are covered in blood.” She looked pleased with the compliment, though, as she walked over to the sink and scrubbed the blood from her hands. 
 
    After that, we were high on booze, adrenalin and endorphins. We were pretty much on top of the world. We’d beaten back death, after all. We were a gang to be reckoned with. We were real-life D&D characters with all our magical spells and healing powers. 
 
    Apple decided we needed a public service announcement. “Now, watch out, guys! No more tripping over all this crap on the floor!” 
 
    Maeve laughed. “Yes, Mom…” 
 
    We’d learned our lesson, though, even to the point of feeling overly cautious and practical about venturing outside. Everyone went into their rooms and grabbed sweaters and jackets, as though we were little kids having been cautioned against getting a chill. Although that would never, ever have happened to me. My mom had never given a damn. It was actually the other way around, with me covering her up lots of times with a blanket or quilt after she’d passed out on the couch. 
 
    I went into my room and pulled a sweater out of the closet. I wanted to be one of the cool kids with a mom who cared. 
 
    I wrapped my sweater around me, more for emotional warmth than anything else. Trinity’s head had looked uuuugly. Gave me the creeps just thinking about how fragile we are. I was incredibly tipsy. I kept picturing myself tripping down the dorm staircase, bouncing from step to step and landing with a thud on the concrete floor at the bottom, blood spraying everywhere. 
 
    Kai will heal me. Kai will heal me. It became a mantra until the wild party mood of our group swept me up and banished all thoughts of self-destruction. 
 
    We clamored down the stairwell, loud enough to wake the dead. Well, not exactly. Truth be told, they never sleep. 
 
    The echoes bounced off the walls. Boom! Boom! Ba-boom! Ba-boom! Ba-boom! 
 
    Apple yelled, “Don’t run! Someone’s gonna get hurt!” 
 
    “Yes, Mom!” 
 
    I’m not sure who said that, but we all started laughing. The word Mom bounced off the walls. Totally ignoring Apple’s warning, we shouted to see how loud we could make the echo. 
 
    Mom! 
 
    Mom! 
 
    Mom! 
 
    The shouts and echoes of the word Mom that filled the confined space of the stairwell felt like a haunting, a weird kind of premonition. I shivered. The hair stood up on the back of my neck, as though an invisible creature had grabbed me by the collar and yanked me out of the fun I’d been having with my suitemates. 
 
    Our shadows loomed large on the wall next to the stairs, dark ghosts bouncing in rhythm, sticking with us in our downward race. 
 
    The alcoholic haze floating through my brain washed away the eerie feeling of apprehension. I yelled louder than anyone else: “Mooommmm!” 
 
    Summer was the first to reach the bottom of the stairs. We piled up behind her, bunched together like an excited mob of locusts, as she pushed the metal bar and opened the door. We ran out into the night like a bunch of hooligans. 
 
    The night was cool. I zipped my sweater and wrapped my arms around myself. 
 
    Cold winds were blowing in from the ocean. The sky was filled with stars. I imagined the heavens as an upside-down black porcelain bowl belonging to a giant. He’d sprinkled it with cereal—kind of like Lucky Charms made of twinkling light rather than marshmallow shapes. A curve of moon matched the stars and glowed against the blackness. 
 
    We were loud and boisterous. We talked about everything it seemed, although none of it passed beyond my short-term memory. 
 
    We walked by the house where Apple had been devastated and changed, where she’d swept up the ashes of a seal for reasons I couldn’t fathom. I noticed that Apple looked off into the distance, rather than at the house. 
 
    A few minutes later, Maeve and Li led us onto a darkened path where the lamps that illuminated campus ended. Creating balls of yellow fire in the palms of their hands, they lit the way—Li at the front of the line and Maeve moving to the back behind us. 
 
    Wind whispered through the needles of the pine trees. With their massive trunks and thickly layered bark, the pines stood like an army of sentinels guarding the forest. An owl hooted, its yellow eyes glowing from high up in the branches, as though announcing our intrusion or telling us to get lost. We continued walking. 
 
    Suddenly, the path opened onto a grassy field. On the other side, white marble buildings rose up sparkling against the dark night. Balls of colored light—much like those in Li’s and Maeve’s hands—floated around the campus, providing illumination in place of streetlamps. 
 
    Maeve and Li extinguished the fires they’d used to guide us. 
 
    With a devilish expression on her face, Li said, “Let’s do a scavenger hunt. You guys up for that? We’ll need to break into the compound, same for at least one building. We’ll have to trick any faeries we come across into thinking we belong there and we’ll have to get stuff from them.” She rubbed her hands together, either from the chilly night or from delight over her plan. 
 
    We all nodded. Fear flickered in Maeve’s eyes, but she didn’t protest. 
 
    Li made up the list of items. “Here’s what you have to find or convince someone to give to you: a roll of toilet paper, a wand, a goblet, a pen, and a bunch of hair. Two are easy; two are hard; one is somewhere in between. You can be creative with the harder ones, though. Use your imagination to define wand and goblet. For the hair, you don’t have to pull it out of someone’s head.” She laughed. “You can get it from a hairbrush.” 
 
    Maeve stared at Li with so much focus and intensity, I swear it looked like she was going to shoot death rays out of her eyes. “A bunch of hair? Do you really think that’s a good idea, Li?” 
 
    Li replied, “Yup. It’s a great idea.” 
 
    We crossed the field, grass collapsing into a path beneath our feet. 
 
    When we reached the pure-blood faerie compound, Li told us to stop. “There’s no fence here because the property lines have a protective spell on them. Don’t go any further. It will hurt.” 
 
    Drunk people always have to test the limits. Dakota ran toward the compound with Li and Maeve yelling at her to stop. It just made her run faster. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, Dakota shrieked bloody murder and collapsed on the ground. 
 
    Maeve and Li took her by her arms and hoisted her back up to her feet. Li sounded angry. “I told you! If you keep it up, you’re going to alert security.” She addressed all of us. “I know some people in here. I know how to sneak in. They spilled the beans once on how to get past the spell. My powers are limited, but…let’s just say I know how to hack the magic spell.” 
 
    Walking up to the exact spot where Dakota had banged into an invisible wall, or whatever it was—maybe a force field or something—Li waved her hand up and down. That created a blue-green square hovering in the air. It quivered in a way that reminded me of static, like when you’re watching cable TV and everything gets all pixilated due to a problem in the studio. 
 
    Reaching toward the square with both hands, Li grasped the top and bottom edges and stretched the square into a larger size rectangle. Then she did the same with the side edges, stretching the shape like Silly Putty. She kept this up, sometimes skipping the side edges, until the square morphed into an elongated rectangle that reached to the ground and was large enough for a person to step through. 
 
    Waving her arm toward the pixilated, quivering rectangle and bowing with a big grin on her face, Li said, “After you, ladies. Think of this as a doorway to the other side.” 
 
    We hurried through. After we’d made it into the compound, Li reversed her process until the square was as tiny as a Chiclet. Then it disappeared with a pop that sprayed blue-green light like a tiny fireworks display. It reminded me of biting into Gushers. I obviously had candy on my mind. It must have been a sugar craving from all the wine and ice cream. 
 
    The view before us was magnificent. Li and Maeve led the way across the field. When we had crossed about halfway, Li suddenly turned around, put her arms out to stop us, and said, “Oh, my God, I almost forgot. I have to glamour you!” 
 
    My first thought was: Oh, thanks a lot. Like we’re not attractive enough to mingle with pure-blood faeries. 
 
    I soon realized she didn’t mean that at all. She meant glamour as in the type of magic spell Maeve had used to change the appearance of her tarot cards and the faeries had used at the funeral of Kai’s aunt. 
 
    Li closed her eyes. She spoke something that sounded like a prayer. Placing her hands on each of our heads, one at a time, she gave all of us that wonderful glow I’d originally thought was some kind of special makeup. After Li did it to me, I pulled out my cell phone, clicked on the camera and pushed the circular arrow to focus it on myself, so that I could see what I looked like. I had that gorgeous, otherworldly luminous skin I’d first seen on the train to Ocean View. I wished I could do this for myself whenever I wanted. 
 
    Li said, “There. Now you all look like the faeries—pure-blood faeries. Absolutely no one else is allowed in this compound.” She snapped her fingers and took on the same radiant appearance. Maeve followed suit, instantly matching the rest of us. 
 
    We stumbled the rest of the distance across the field. I worried we’d stand out for our drunkenness and decided to ask, “Hey, Li, do faeries get drunk?” 
 
    Li stopped, put her hands on her hips and glared at me. “I’m faerie and I’m drunk.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. I didn’t want to offend her. “Yeah, but you’re half-human. I mean, I know humans get drunk. What I’m trying to say is: Are we going to stand out and risk getting caught because we’re drunk?” 
 
    Li whirled back around and continued walking toward the buildings. “Yeah, faeries get drunk. We won’t stand out.” 
 
    When we finally reached the compound, it was even more magnificent than it seemed from across the field. 
 
    The buildings were pure white, the stone sparkling in the moonlight. Colorful balls of light illuminated this section of campus as they floated among the buildings. The paths were filled with glass stones in various colors. And I swear the stars were brighter in the sky directly above us. Maybe that was a mirage. Maybe replacing streetlamps with the floating balls of light cut down on light pollution. 
 
    My heart pounded as a couple emerged from a path between two buildings. I don’t know what I expected of pure-blood faeries, but they were just a couple holding hands, strolling along in the moonlight. They obviously didn’t care about us. I calmed down. 
 
    Li pointed to a building with a glass dome on top. “I’ll let you guys in there. Find your stuff for the scavenger hunt and then meet back here. How about we have two teams? Maeve, Summer and Trinity on one team. Me, Kai, Shade and Apple on the other. First team back here with the items wins. Is that OK with you, Maeve?” 
 
    Maeve nodded. 
 
    Trinity said, “Hey, that’s not fair! Your team has an extra person.” 
 
    Li thought about it for a second. “OK. How about if I don’t find any items on my own? I’ll just help my team navigate the building and interact with the faeries. Does that work?” 
 
    Trinity was satisfied with the solution and Maeve agreed. 
 
    We all took off running, each team sticking closely together. 
 
    When we got to the glass-domed building, Li took a tiny wand out of her pocket and waved it over the white stone handle on a door that looked like it was made from a thick block of obsidian. The wand worked like a key. The door unlocked with a click. We hurried to get inside and Li closed the door quietly behind us. 
 
    Then she told Kai, Apple and me to follow her and took off running up a flight of stairs. It was like most dormitory stairwells, except nothing was metal and the building materials were gorgeous. The walls were made from the same twinkling white stone as the outside. Instead of metal, the railings were made of clear polished stone that looked like crystal. The doors on each floor were made of thick burnished wood carved with all sorts of intricate designs. 
 
    Li waved her wand over a circular design in a door on the fourth floor. A path of sparks whirled around the circle, as though Li’s wand was a stylus and the wood was an Etch A Sketch. The door swung open. 
 
    Hearing the other group open a door below us, Li said, “C’mon, hurry!” 
 
    As we stepped into a dormitory hallway, Li said, “Act like you live here. The students on this floor won’t know everyone in the building, especially those who live in the opposite wing. They’ll think we’re from another part of the building if we simply act like we belong here. First up, grab toilet paper from the first bathroom we come across. Ask someone for a pen. Ask someone if you can borrow a cup—that will be our goblet—and a practice wand. The faeries get a bazillion of them for homework assignments. They’re basically like pens: you use them until the magic runs out, same as ink in a ballpoint pen. As far as the hair goes, look for a brush or a comb. A hairbrush would be best.” 
 
    Kai found the bathroom. Holy camole, was that gorgeous! It looked like something out of a five-star hotel. The walls were made of white marble. The floor was covered in black and white marble tiles in a checkered pattern. The ceiling was painted white, embossed with flower designs, and the doors on the bathroom stalls were made of beautifully polished brown wood. The sinks and counter were made of white marble, same as the walls. Baskets holding neatly folded towels sat on the counter, and next to them glass vases filled with colorful flowers. 
 
    Li nudged my elbow. I must have been staring. I felt totally stunned by the decor. The bathroom was at least four times the size of my living room back in Roswell and a whole lot more fancy. I could live in this bathroom. “Come on, Shade. We gotta hurry if we’re gonna beat the other team.” 
 
    Man, Li was taking the scavenger hunt awfully seriously. 
 
    Dashing ahead of me, Apple grabbed a roll of toilet paper from one of the stalls. “Got it! First item!” 
 
    I hadn’t noticed Li carrying a backpack; but she had one, whether conjured through magic or always there. She opened it wide and told Apple to drop the toilet paper in. “That was the easiest item. For everything else, we need to interact with people and get creative.” 
 
    I wanted to meet the challenge, see what I could do. I approached someone hurrying through the halls. She had her hair wrapped in a towel and a white terry cloth bathrobe and slippers on, like she’d just come from the shower. She looked too distracted to notice that I didn’t belong. I tried to keep my voice from shaking or getting all squeaky from nerves. “Hey, do you have an extra practice wand? I can’t find mine and I have an assignment due tomorrow.” 
 
    She gave me a big smile. “Sure! What class is it for?” 
 
    Oh, my God. Oh, my God. What kinds of classes do faeries take? I took a stab at something basic, not too specific. “Ummm. It’s for Spells.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Spells and Incantations! I had that last year. What do you think of the prof?” Thank God, she answered herself. “She’s so good! I learned so much from her. C’mon…” 
 
    I looked back at our group. Li was smiling. Everyone else was staring, more or less dumbstruck … or horrified, kind of like the way you’d stare at an approaching tornado before your brain registered that you should get the hell out of there. 
 
    I smiled and waved, then followed the faerie into her room. 
 
    Wow, that room! It was no common dorm room, that’s for sure. Navy blue walls shimmered with stars. The floor was covered in plush green carpeting that reminded me of grass. I’m not sure how that effect was achieved. It looked like blades of grass, but felt like carpet. In the far corner, what appeared to be a forest led out into a space beyond the room. In other words, there were more trees than could possibly have fit in that corner; yet there they were. Butterflies and birds flitted throughout the branches, adding life and color. The room held two queen-sized beds covered in thick purple comforters, pillows in white satin cases resting against the headboards. 
 
    A girl with luminous black skin and bright green eyes sat at a desk made from the same kind of wood used in the doors opening onto the dormitory floors. The dark wood was engraved with spirals. She looked up, a smile flitting briefly across her lips. “Hey.” She went back to studying the thick book in front of her, fingers moving across lines of strange black lettering on old, yellowed pages. She lifted a tiny wand and moved her lips, as though practicing the words before her in silence. 
 
    The girl who’d brought us there said, “So…You need a wand…” Unwrapping the towel from her head and shaking her long black curls until they fell around her shoulders, she stepped over to a second desk and yanked open the drawer. Reaching inside, she pulled out a bunch of wands. She tried them out, one after the other, the way one would test a ballpoint pen to see if it still had ink. Each wand spit out different color sparks. Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! Zzzzzt! She handed one to each of us. “Here. You can all have one. My uncle gets them wholesale. My mom sent me off to school with more than I’ll ever need.” She rolled her eyes and laughed. 
 
    The rest of my team had followed me into the room. I watched Li out of the corner of my eye. Grabbing a hairbrush off a dresser and wiping it clean, she stuck something—obviously hair—in her pocket. 
 
    Two seconds later, the girl who’d given us the wand picked up her brush and started running it through her hair. “My name’s Giselle. What are your names? Which rooms are you in?” 
 
    Just what we needed: a chatty, sociable faerie college girl. I wondered if this school had sororities. 
 
    Li intervened. She gave us all fake names, then said, “Nice meeting you. We better get going. We have soooo much homework tonight.” She grinned. “Thanks for the wands. We have a major project tonight and not nearly enough wands.” 
 
    Giselle wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, I know, right? If you got them at the bookstore, they’re especially bad. They’re all made in China, super cheap. They really skimp on the amount of magic in them. The ones I gave you are a little bit better. My uncle only buys the best.” 
 
    We zipped out of the room, following Li like baby ducklings following their mom. 
 
    A girl with long, flowing red hair, dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt—which cracked me up because I always pictured faeries as wearing ballroom gowns with crowns of flowers in their hair—came out of a room, drinking a bottle of something. I’d say soda; but who knows at Ocean View. It could have been one of those special drinks for faeries. 
 
    Li spoke to us under her breath. “See that bottle? It’s perfect for a goblet. Apple, ask her if she has another one, OK?” 
 
    Apple cleared her throat and walked ahead of us. “Hey, where did you find that? Are there vending machines nearby? I’m super-thirsty. I’ve got a long night of studying ahead of me.” 
 
    The girl sniffed as though someone had dumped manure in front of her. She kept sniffing. Her face screwed up like Apple had thrown up on her or something. “What. Is. That. Smell?” She covered her nose and mouth with her hand. Then sniffed again, and started screaming. “Fish! It’s a fish! There’s a fish on our floor! Get this goddamned fish out of here!” 
 
    Girls came running out of their rooms. You’d think someone was choking to death. 
 
    The faerie that Apple had approached took on the appearance of a demon. With gray skin, sharp teeth and red eyes, she hissed at Apple. “Go away, intruder! You’re making our hallways unclean! How dare you, fish!” 
 
    Apple turned and bolted toward the hallway door. The faerie girl turned demon ran after her, stopping to smash the front of a glass box that looked like a fire alarm and press a button inside. 
 
    Lights started flashing, then swept up and down the hallway as though searching for something. Alarms blared so loudly, I thought my eardrums might burst. I covered my ears and waited to see what Li would do. She shouted, “Let’s get out of here!” 
 
    We made it down two flights of stairs before we ran into security guards going the other way. Li did something I never would have thought of doing. My heart was pounding like a jackhammer. I would have just stood there and let myself get arrested. I didn’t even know for sure that I’d done anything wrong, other than enter a building that Li had told us was off-limits to anyone but pure-blood faeries. Oh, and we’d stolen a roll of their precious toilet paper. Not exactly grand larceny. However, in situations like this, I always feel guilty. If something’s gone wrong, I’m guilty. 
 
    Li is different. Maybe it’s the part of her that’s faerie; but, man, I want some of her brazen attitude. 
 
    Yelling in a voice that sounded like she was incredibly upset, she ran up to the security guards. “Thank God you’re here! Up on the fourth floor, someone’s hurt! It’s pretty bad! You better hurry!” 
 
    While the guards rushed past us, we rushed downstairs and out the back door. 
 
    I was sure we’d hightail it out of there and all the way back to our own dorm, but Li had different ideas. She looked pissed. Leading us around to the back of the building, she unlocked another obsidian door the same way she’d done before. With a sense of brutal determination, she marched through the basement until she came to a study hall. 
 
    A couple of girls looked up from their work, then back down again. Li found an empty desk where someone had left a pile of books, a porcelain cup, pens and an open notebook. She grabbed the cup and a pen, and dropped them into her backpack. No one even noticed. I wondered if Li had placed the girls under a spell. No matter what, we had completed the scavenger hunt. 
 
    Li led the way back outside. “OK, now let’s get out of here!” 
 
    I thought Apple was with us. Once we stepped outside, I realized she was missing. 
 
    I heard crying. At first, I thought: Oh, no, not now! I cannot deal with a ghost right now! But then I realized it didn’t sound quite the same as the cries I hear from the spirit realm. It was coming from somewhere nearby. 
 
    Summer realized it was a living person before I did and went off to find the source of the sound. She found Apple sitting on the ground beneath a tree, weeping. She was bent over, forehead against her knees, arms wrapped tightly around her legs. Her whole body shook with sobs. 
 
    I felt incredibly sorry for Apple. I thought this night would bring her out of her shell, give her a chance to have fun again. I’d hoped it would move her past the trauma of that night at the party, whatever had happened then. 
 
    At that moment, a group of people came running out of the faerie dorm. I had no idea what they were doing. It turned out they were looking for Apple. If I’d known that, I would have run interference and tried to keep them away from her. 
 
    Apple knew what was going on. She leapt to her feet and started running at top speed in the direction of our dorm. The faeries were much faster. They were on her in a heartbeat. What happened next was horrible. Six girls ganged up on Apple. 
 
    They yelled horrible things, referring to her over and over again as a “stinking fish.” They punched her in the face with their fists. They kicked her when she fell. As far as I could tell, there was no faerie magic involved, just plain old physical violence, the kind used by bullies in schools everywhere. 
 
    Apple screamed so loud, I could have sworn they’d hear her back at the faerie dorm. Where the hell were the security guards now! 
 
    We tried to drag the faeries off her. We pulled at their shirts and coats. We yanked their hair. They whirled around to break our grasp or punch and smack us, but they always returned to beating up Apple. 
 
    A fist landed on my jaw so hard, I heard a pop and saw stars. I walked away for a second to make sure my jaw wasn’t broken. I opened and closed my mouth. Everything seemed fine. 
 
    The faeries started talking in excited voices. 
 
    “What did you do, Maida?” 
 
    “Not anything you didn’t do. Is she dead?” 
 
    Someone kicked Apple. “Who cares? She’s a fish! Do you cry over dead tuna? C’mon, let’s go!” 
 
    I rushed over to Apple. Kai was already crouched down with her hand on Apple’s chest and her ear against her mouth. “She’s breathing. Let me do my thing.” 
 
    While Kai worked on reviving Apple who’d been knocked unconscious, Dakota raised her arms in the air. She discovered power she’d never realized she possessed. Fire shot out of her hands and flew across the yard. 
 
    A faerie girl shrieked as her friend’s hair was set on fire. Their group gathered around her and worked on putting it out. If she was burned, I’m sure they had spells or potions to cure the injuries. I filled with rage. I could care less. Let them deal with it. 
 
    Summer intervened. She grabbed Dakota’s arms. “Stop it! Stop it, Dakota! You could kill her! Stop it!” 
 
    Dakota came to her senses. She dropped her arms to her sides. Stomping around and balling her hands into fists, she kept screaming about how mad she was and how “They’re gonna pay for this.” 
 
    Apple woke up. Getting knocked out hadn’t erased her memory. She immediately burst into tears. She looked terrible. Her nose was pushed to the side. Blood had poured out of her nose onto her white sweater, obliterating flowers that had been sewn around the collar with multi-colored thread. The skin under her left eye was so swollen, her eye was barely visible. 
 
    Kai placed her hands on Apple’s shoulders. “Can you walk? I can heal you, but we ought to get out of this area. It still might not be safe here.” 
 
    Wincing and moaning from what must have been excruciating pain, Apple stood up with the help of Kai and Trinity. We walked without speaking all the way back to our dorm. The only sounds were the owl in the forest and Apple sniffling, sometimes bursting into louder sobs, and our footsteps. Off in the distance, the ocean roared, crashing down upon the beach. 
 
    I thought about us and I thought about the ocean. Humans inhabit the Earth for such a short time. I wasn’t sure about faeries and witches; I tucked away a reminder in the back of my brain to ask exactly how long they live. Li had said faeries live forever, but I didn’t know if that literally meant forever or just a long time. The ocean, on the other hand, has existed for hundreds of millions of years, waves rising and falling and crashing against beaches under the influence of the moon. The ocean has time to make mistakes and recover. We don’t. We cause so much pain and so much drama, and then we’re gone in the blink of an eye, buried under the ground, our lives summed up in a few brief lines on a tombstone, or no words at all after being turned to ash and dumped into a vase. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. With ashes kept in a family member’s house, a nice gesture to keep them close, any memory that we ever even existed has to be passed down from generation to generation or one day someone’s going to find the vase on a shelf and ask, Can we get rid of this stupid old thing? 
 
    The wine, the exhaustion after the fight and the surge of adrenalin—all that had happened that night—had obviously turned me philosophical. I had no idea I had that in me any more than Dakota knew she was powerful enough to shoot fire out of her hands and burn that faerie bitch’s hair. 
 
    When we finally made it back to the dorm, we tried to keep Apple hidden by forming a group around her; but Apple’s tall, so a number of people caught a glimpse of her face and stared. There was the usual whispering and pointing. 
 
    Finally, we got Apple into her room and helped her get into bed. We took off her shoes. Kai dimmed the light and asked for candles. 
 
    We scurried around, grabbing all the candles we could find. Dakota had a bunch right there in the room. While we lit the candles and turned off the lights, Kai placed her hands on Apple and closed her eyes. She began rocking back and forth, as if moving to some rhythm she was hearing in her head. 
 
    Leaving the bedroom door open, the rest of us moved into the living room where we collapsed on couches and chairs. I was sober and exhausted. 
 
    Summer said, “Man, what the hell was that all about, anyway? Was it the sardines Apple ate with her salad? Are faeries that sensitive to smells, or allergic to sardines or something?” 
 
    Dakota’s eyes went wide. She let out an exasperated laugh, as though she couldn’t believe the words she was hearing. “You seriously think it was the sardines? Wow.” She started pacing around the room. “All right. Let me tell you what’s going on. Normally, I’d say it’s Apple’s place to tell you her own private business. But, considering what’s been happening to her here on this campus, it’s kind of no longer her business. She’s going to need all of us watching her back.” 
 
    Li interrupted. “The pure-blood faeries can be little bitches. Trust me. I know. I’m half-faerie. My mother’s pure-blood faerie; my father’s human. My mom got remarried to a pure-blood and they had a child, my only sibling … half-sibling.”  Li took in a deep breath and exhaled, as though to give herself a moment. “She’s over in that compound.” 
 
    I gasped. A bunch of us did. 
 
    Maeve got up and poured herself another glass of wine. “You never told me that, Li. Were we on her floor tonight?” 
 
    Li said, “No. I made sure of that. I wanted to outsmart her, hack my way into her pristine domain; but I didn’t want to run into her. She’s on the seventh floor.” 
 
    Dakota interrupted. “I totally get that. I’m pure-blood witch. Like I told you, my parents made sure we didn’t get a big head over that. I’ve been on the reverse end of prejudice against those who are different. Our neighborhood was mostly non-witches, just plain old humans. It wasn’t safe to admit what we were. Anyway, getting back to Apple … A few of us went to a party here on campus. You guys remember how upset she was? She’s been devastated ever since then.” 
 
    Maeve and Kai had been there. All three of us nodded. 
 
    I’d noticed a big change in Apple ever since that night. “What happened, exactly? She ended up scooping ashes from a dead seal into a plastic bag. A bunch of kids were calling her ‘fish’ that night, too. She had on a perfume that smelled like lavender flowers. It definitely had nothing to do with her smell.” 
 
    Dakota raised a finger. “Wait here.” 
 
    She went back to her room. Through the open door, I could see her tiptoeing around Kai who was kneeling next to the bed, trying to work her magic on Apple. Dakota cast shadows on the walls as she passed in front of the flickering candles. 
 
    She came back into the living room, holding the bag of ashes up high for all of us to see. “These are the ashes that Apple was able to salvage. This is all that’s left of her seal body.” 
 
    I was totally confused. “I’m sorry. You mean she had a pet seal?” Animal torturers are the worst. I’d heard stories of people torturing dogs and cats, and even horses; but I’d never heard anything about seals. Oh, wait. I realized in a heartbeat that that wasn’t completely true. I’d seen news videos of seal and whale hunting. They were so bloody and disgusting, I’d never watched the videos through to the end. 
 
    Dakota said, “No. She’s a selkie. At the party … That was her seal body those guys burned. They thought it was funny!” 
 
    I sat there and stared at Dakota. It was like she’d started talking in tongues. I had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    Then I remembered something that had happened on the train. Something about selkies. It was on the tip of my tongue, a vague memory. Then, suddenly, my long-memory coughed it up and I knew where I’d heard that term before. It was the special drinks. There was one for mermaids and selkies. Ocean Potion. That was it! It was described as “specifically designed for Mermaids and Selkies who now walk on land.” I had meant to research selkies; but a lot had happened on that train and researching selkies wasn’t exactly on the top of my to-do list. 
 
    Suddenly, selkies were at the very top. 
 
    I guess Kai didn’t understand what Dakota was talking about either. She said, “What do you mean, a selkie?” 
 
    Li leaned forward and put her head in her hands. When she looked up, she had a look in her eyes like there was an old soul in there, someone who knew too much for her age. She pulled the bands from the end of her braids and shook her hair loose. “Even though I’m a freshman, I know about this school from stuff my sister told me. There are some old prejudices that go way back, centuries. The college was founded by faeries. Eventually, it expanded to include witches … later on, shapeshifters … and more recently, everyone else. The most recent are selkies and mermaids.” 
 
    Summer looked confused. “So, is the prejudice because they’re the newest group here? Because they haven’t assimilated yet? I know what that’s like. It sucks. I’m Latino, and my parents are from Colombia. I’m pretty much assimilated. My parents, however, have a heavy accent and their English isn’t that great, so they speak Spanish to anyone who can speak their language. They get a lot of abuse for that, people telling them to go back where they came from and stuff like that. Kids used to say that to me, too, when I was growing up.” 
 
    Li said, “No. It’s more like what happened to the Native Americans. The mermaids and selkies owned this land originally. The selkies used to come up here all the time. Selkies can shed their seal skins to become human on land, but they can’t ever lose their seal skins if they want to return to their life as a seal. If those skins are destroyed, they can never return to their original seal form, which also means they can never return to their families and their natural way of life in the ocean. Mermaids also came up here, since mermaids grow legs when dry. The founders of this college were violent faeries who had just arrived on Earth. They loved Earth, but had severe reactions to metal. They wanted a secluded place where they could establish a village and learn how to pass for human without making mistakes in front of prying eyes. They attacked the seals and selkies and claimed this land for their own. War broke out and lasted a long time. You can look it up in the History section of the college library. You can even take History courses about it. It’s referred to as the War Between Land and Sea. It was brutal and bloody and lasted over a hundred years, with faeries and humans on one side and merpeople and selkies on the other. Needless to say, there is great animosity even to this day between the ‘Land’ people and the ‘Fish’ people, as they eventually labeled themselves. Ask any of the people who went here in previous generations before the merpeople and selkies were allowed admission and you’ll probably hear them refer to the conflict as the War Between Land People and the Fish. They think it’s funny. A large number of them think it’s outrageous that merpeople and selkies are allowed to take classes. And they have a whole lot of reasons to justify their prejudice, even though none of them hold up to science: the fish people will bring diseases with them that the immune systems of land people can’t handle, the fish people are lazy from swimming around all day. Oh, and in regard to that, they claim that the fish people don’t live like normal people; they’re not industrious and they don’t build buildings or anything. Now, that is so untrue. Our generation, at least some of us, have swam with our merpeople and selkie friends to their homes under the sea. Some are magnificent. The college is now working toward overcoming the prejudice, but some hatreds die hard.” 
 
    Apple came stumbling out of her room, leaning on Kai’s shoulder. Her red hair was wild and frizzy. Her eyeliner and mascara had mixed with tears and been smudged into rings around her eyes that mimicked those of a raccoon. She seemed dazed. “Hey, what are you guys all doing up? I feel like crap.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 10 
 
    The next day, it was even harder to reach Apple than it had been before. It’s amazing what sudden trauma can do to a person. I’d had trauma inflicted on me my entire life by my mother’s addictions and chaotic lifestyle. I’d grown a thick layer of skin and a shield that had become part of me. I was a lot like a hermit crab, only ever leaving my hard, protective shell to climb into a bigger one. Apple, on the other hand, seemed carefree, happy and open to new experiences when I first met her. She trusted people at that party. She had no defenses to protect herself emotionally. When the attack came, she was wrecked. When the second attack came, her brief recovery was smashed to pieces. 
 
    Now that I knew Apple better and understood her situation as a selkie, I decided to reach out to her, rather than leave her alone like I’d done after the party. 
 
    Friday night, the night before I planned to meet Merrik at the beach, I saw Apple sitting on her bed, rocking back and forth—I’m guessing to the rhythm of music—with headphones on her head. Dakota had opened the door to step out of the room. She looked tired and stressed. The night with the faeries had been deeply disturbing and I couldn’t imagine it had been easy living with Apple ever since the party. 
 
    I was sitting on the couch in the living room. Dakota walked right past me and out the front door. She looked so distracted, I’m not even sure she saw me. 
 
    I knocked on Apple and Dakota’s door. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    I knocked more loudly, hoping that Apple would hear me through her headphones. 
 
    After I’d done that a couple more times and Summer had popped her head out of her room to see who was causing all the ruckus, Apple opened the door a crack. 
 
    Her hair was in total disarray and she had puffy bags under her eyes. She looked at me through half-opened eyes. “Hey. What’s up?” 
 
    “Can I come in? I’d like to talk to you.” I wasn’t even nervous. That kind of surprised me until I realized this was my usual role in situations like this. I learned it growing up with my mother. It’s a part of who I am. When someone’s in a lot of trouble and I understand what the problem is, I play Guardian Angel, caretaker, rescuer. I didn’t care. Now that I was away at college, I was trying to become more independent and put myself first more often, in order to take care of myself. However, in that moment at Apple’s door, I knew that I also wanted to be the kind of person who was there for her friends. That was a strength and a positive quality that came out of my childhood. I wanted to hold onto it the way I held onto Brandon’s necklace: as something special that had come from my past and helped make me who I was. And trust me, my time with Brandon wasn’t always problem-free and picture-perfect either. 
 
    Apple hesitated, then opened the door wide enough for me to step into her room. Her side of the room was a mess. Clothes strewn everywhere, her quilt and blanket a jumbled mess on her unmade bed, a pizza box and paper plate with old pizza crusts on her desk, Diet Coke cans and—I found this interesting—a couple of empty bottles of Ocean Potion on the nightstand next to her bed. I wondered if it still had the same effect on her. Now that she’d lost her selkie body, was she still biologically a selkie? 
 
    The candles Kai had used to heal Apple had burned a long time. Congealed drips of wax fell like tears frozen in time along the sides of candles resting on plates. The rims of glass jars containing candle wax and wicks were coated in soot. 
 
    Apple plunked herself down on her bed and looked at me. It was like she didn’t even have the energy to ask, “What’s up?” 
 
    It was clearly up to me to break the ice. “I’m going down to the beach tomorrow to swim with Merrik. Do you want to come along?” 
 
    Apple shook her head no. It was a very emphatic shake, her hair bouncing wildly about her face. “I really have no interest in returning to the beach. It’s no longer my home. It will just make me sad.” Her voice sounded rough and scratchy, like when you’ve either been crying or screaming for a long time. 
 
    I sat down on Dakota’s bed, directly across from Apple. Dakota’s bed was neatly made. She had a navy blue quilt decorated with golden moons, stars and planets. Two pillows were tucked into matching pillow covers. Her bed was completely smooth. The quilt had been pulled taut and she’d obviously pulled her sheets and blanket taut as well. There were absolutely no lumps. It reminded me of what I’d heard of beds made military style: you could bounce a quarter on them. Personally, I couldn’t imagine going to that much trouble, but it made for a comfortable place to sit. I mostly noticed the clash between Dakota’s and Apple’s housekeeping style, at least right then while room-straightening wasn’t exactly on the top of Apple’s list. 
 
    Being down by the ocean is such an exhilarating experience, I couldn’t imagine turning your back on it after you’d grown up with it as an integral part of your life. 
 
    I tried asking for Apple’s help. “Could you come along for me? I don’t know Merrik well at all. I only met him that one day when you were there. Is he a decent guy?” 
 
    Apple responded to that. When you can’t get people to do something to help themselves, sometimes it works if you get them to do it for someone else. “Yeah, he’s a really nice guy. He’s absolutely safe, if that’s what you’re worried about.” She studied me, as though trying to gauge if I was ready to hear something or not. Finally, she must have decided I could handle it. “Merrik’s a merman. I’m not sure how you feel about that.” 
 
    My hands started to shake. I felt a tremor in my chest and a gut-wrenching feeling in the pit of my stomach. I did not want to be involved with a merman. The whole idea of a guy having a scaled lower body, no legs … and what about the part that made him a man? … turned me off and kind of disgusted me. 
 
    In my head, I heard the kids at the party and the faeries on the grounds of their compound yelling, “Fish! Fish! Fish!” I saw Apple crying, devastated, over the burnt seal body that turned out to be her own selkie skin. I heard the whack and the sick sound of skin and bone being smashed as the faeries punched Apple in the face. 
 
    I had to be better than that. 
 
    I replied to Apple more as the person I hoped I’d become someday than the person I actually was right then. I smiled and forced myself to look relaxed. “I thought I saw a sequined tail when he dove into the water! That’s so cool.” Then to change the subject and get back to what I really wanted, I asked Apple once more if she’d come with me. 
 
    “I don’t think I can, Shade. I get too choked up when I see selkies swim past in their seal bodies, or when I see Merrik and the other merpeople. I’m in the early stages of mourning. I think the best way I can explain it is that humans who lose their arms or legs probably go through this exact same kind of thing. At first, there’s depression over the loss and anger bordering on rage; but then, eventually, the person adapts. There’s acceptance. With a cool bionic arm or leg and a return to being fully capable of doing what they could do before, the person would probably regain happiness. I hope I’ll get to that point someday. My selkie family and friends will have to visit me on land, though, or swim at higher depths where humans can swim. I’m devastated right now that I can’t dive into the ocean and live my previous life.” She put her face in her hands and wept, her entire upper body shaking with sadness. 
 
    I had an idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think about it before. “Apple, could we find another seal body for you? Would that work?” 
 
    Apple looked at me like I’d sprouted an extra head. There’s nothing like speaking pure stupidity to yank someone out of even the deepest depression. She stopped crying. “No, of course not! Not unless someone somewhere is doing selkie seal body transplants. I mean that would be like you losing half your body and just having someone attach that part from someone else’s body. Selkies don’t slip into their seal bodies like they’re putting on a bathrobe, slipping into something more comfortable.” She laughed with bitterness. “The seal bodies are us. They’re part of us. We just happen to have two forms, rather than one.” 
 
    I must have looked crushed. I was really trying to understand, but I felt like such a prejudiced, insensitive bitch. 
 
    Apple confided something new. “Now that I no longer have my selkie body and I’m going to be stuck in this human skin 24/7, I have a problem. Check this out.” 
 
    Standing and rolling up her right sleeve, she showed me a tattoo on her bicep. Dark black letters surrounding her bicep like a bracelet announced: I love Johnny! 
 
    “Is that your boyfriend? Why exactly is the tattoo a problem?” The best I could figure was she liked having a tattoo part-time, meaning only when she was in human form; but if she had to live with it full-time, it bothered her. 
 
    “Was my boyfriend. I didn’t have to deal with this stupid tattoo while I was in seal form. Now I’m going to have to deal with it all the time. Oh, and check this out…” She sat back down, pulled off a pink sock and showed me her ankle. The words Johnny and Love repeated themselves all around her ankle, with three tiny stars in between each word, giving the appearance of an ankle bracelet. Yikes. 
 
    I thought real hard about what she could do. I didn’t know much about tattoos, but I suddenly remembered a TV show where a tattoo parlor gave people tattoos, but also removed them or disguised the original tattoo with a different design. I suggested that to Apple. “You know, maybe having a change made like that to your human body will help you feel more comfortable inside it, you know have more control over it.” 
 
    A smile flitted over Apple’s face for a brief moment. “You know, I’ve heard the exact same things about losing weight on self-help shows. That’s another reason I’m going to seriously miss my seal body. When you’re hanging out with the seals, blubber is considered an attribute.” 
 
    We both laughed. Man, that would be kinda cool, being able to eat as much as I wanted and being admired for gaining weight. 
 
    After I spoke with Apple, I asked Kai if she’d go with me to meet Merrik on the beach. I felt nervous about going alone. She said she was really sorry, but she had way too much homework to do. 
 
    I made up my mind right then and there to continue following the path I’d stumbled upon during my short time in college: the path in life that leads to brand new places and experiences. Sometimes things don’t end so well—like in the situation between Apple and the pure-blood faeries, but I didn’t see how I could turn my back on learning everything I possibly could about the magical places and creatures at Ocean View. I’d only be young once and I’d only be at Ocean View for four years. So, I decided I’d meet with Merrik alone. 
 
    As soon as I made up my mind, my mom called. It’s as if she had radar for detecting every time I made a move toward independence. 
 
    I’d just finished talking to Kai when my phone rang with my mom’s perfectly fitting ringtone: Kelly Clarkson’s What Doesn’t Kill You. I debated about answering it. I finally decided, Oh, why not? I might as well get this over with. 
 
    I accepted the call. “Hey, mom.” 
 
    My mom: “Is that all I get—Hey, mom?” 
 
    Me: “Oh, sorry. I’m just really tired. It’s been a long week.” 
 
    My mom: “Not as long as mine, I bet. I did four paintings this week. Then I went into Roswell and tried to sell them. Man, there’s just no support for artists these days.” 
 
    And that’s how the conversation went. All about my mom, no real interest in what I was doing or why it had been a long week for me, followed by why haven’t I called and how much she misses me. It didn’t bother me so much this time. What was I actually going to tell her about why I’d had a long week or what my new plans were, anyway? Oh, yeah, some pure-blood faeries beat the shit out of my selkie friend and tomorrow I have a date with a merman. Somehow, I don’t think that would go over so well. 
 
    After I hung up, I picked up the conch shell and placed it against my ear. The sound of ocean waves calmed me down and brought me peace. I reminded myself that I was far away from the Roswell desert and home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
    The next day, I woke at 9:57 AM, a few minutes before my alarm went off. Kai was sound asleep. She was still working on homework when I went to sleep, so I had no idea how late she’d stayed up. Keeping the lights in the bedroom off, I used my flashlight to gather my clothes together. Then I went off to the bathroom to brush my teeth and take a shower. 
 
    I put my bathing suit on, with cutoff jeans and a T-shirt over it. Back in our bedroom, I stuffed my beach towel, some suntan lotion and a couple bottles of water into my backpack, then slipped my bare feet into sneakers. Kai moaned and rolled over once; but she never opened her eyes, so I figured maybe she was dreaming rather than being disturbed by me. 
 
    I decided to go to the cafeteria for breakfast. I fortified myself with a big meal: scrambled eggs, sausage, and pancakes drowned in butter and maple syrup. I gotta say, I sure do love how much food there is at college. I remember how starved I felt after breakfasts back home. Most of those were just sugary stuff you grabbed out of a box, like a donut or cupcake. 
 
    I didn’t see anyone I knew. In fact, the cafeteria was pretty empty. I guessed a lot of kids were sleeping in. 
 
    I stopped in a public restroom after breakfast, then headed down to the beach. I checked the time for high tide on my cell phone. I was fine. Since I was meeting Merrik early, I’d probably be tired and ready to head back to campus way before rising tides became a problem. 
 
    It was an absolutely beautiful day. The sky was bright blue. A few puffs of cloud provided accent. Dark black birds swooped and sailed on the ocean breeze, like stitches of black yarn crossing a canvas made of blue cloth. 
 
    The ocean breeze ruffled my hair. I imagined that Neptune had done that, a huge invisible Greek god toying with a puny human. 
 
    The air felt heavenly against my skin. I breathed it in as I listened to the waves rolling toward me and crashing against the shore. It was one of the most peaceful and powerful sounds I’d ever heard, repetitive and linked to eternity. 
 
    I ran down the stairs leading from behind our dorm to the beach below. As I walked out to the place where I was supposed to meet Merrik, I stopped briefly now and again to pick up unusual or pretty shells or to watch crabs moving sideways or birds hunting for fish along the water’s edge. 
 
    As I approached the spot where I’d previously met Merrik, I saw him out on the same rock. He waved and I waved back. 
 
    After dropping my backpack on the sand, I stepped into the water. “Brrrrr! You gotta give me a minute to warm up to this!” 
 
    Merrik laughed. “The only way you’re gonna get used to it is to just jump all the way in!” 
 
    Hmmm. I wasn’t sure about that. 
 
    I took my time, then decided to try it Merrik’s way. Oh, my God, the shock was horrible! I decided to swim as fast as possible in order to warm up. 
 
    When I made it out to the rock, Merrik was grinning. He was so incredibly handsome, I felt as stunned by his beauty as the first time I’d met him. That long black hair slicked back with ocean water, his sparkling emerald eyes and thick black lashes, his muscular chest and arms, and that copper tan. I seriously couldn’t believe he wanted to spend time with me. 
 
    Merrik said, “I spoke with Apple. She says you have an open mind and seem to be the adventurous type.” 
 
    “You spoke with Apple?” I’m such a suspicious type. I highly doubted that. She refused to come down to the beach and it wasn’t like you could call a merman on his cell phone. 
 
    “Yeah. After you left the other day.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Merrik looked intently into my eyes. “So, anyway, I promised to show you some amazing things in this part of the ocean. Are you ready to hear how I’d like to do this?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Merrik said, “I’m a merman,” then paused to see how I’d respond. 
 
    I decided that if I was going to see this adventure through, I was going to have to play it cool. “I know. Apple told me.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was apparently his turn to be surprised. 
 
    “She told me last night.” 
 
    He turned serious. “Are you OK with that?” 
 
    “Sure.” What else was I going to say? I’d been bullied so much throughout my entire childhood for being odd and different, I’d feel really bad about myself if I rejected someone else for the same reasons. If I was going to be part of the Ocean View community, I was going to have to accept all types of beings, even those I’d never known existed before. Otherwise, I was going to become as big a jerk as those pure-blood faeries. Every time I thought of what they did to Apple, I felt my blood boil. 
 
    Merrik smiled. “Good. OK, so back to what I was going to suggest we do today. I’d like to introduce you to a whole new way to discover my world. On one side of my family, my mom’s side, I come from a long line of Merrow, first discovered by humans in Ireland and Scotland. The Merrow side of my family wears red caps when we want to breathe underwater. They adapted them to also work for their human friends … and human family members. Do you want to swim underwater and see the sights?” 
 
    I froze with indecision. On the one hand, I felt scared. On the other hand, I’d promised myself that I’d try new things in college and not let fear hold me back. I smiled. Fake it ’til you make it. “Sure. I’ll try it.” I tried to sound excited, but it came out so flat, I might as well have been saying: Sure. I’d love to clean my room. Oh, well, at least I said it. 
 
    Merrik’s smile grew larger, adding a twinkle to his eyes. I guess I’d sounded OK. Or maybe he wasn’t used to humans acting recklessly. Sure, I’d love to jump off a bridge with you. When do we get started? Do you know any rusty bridges? That would be even better. 
 
    Merrik picked up some silky red cloths lying on a dry part of the rock. I hadn’t noticed them before then. He pulled them apart and handed me one. “You place it over your head like this…” It looked like a mask. Kind of strange, but it made his green eyes more pronounced. 
 
    He spread his fingers to move the mask into place and I noticed for the first time that his fingers were webbed! I felt for a moment like I might faint. I reminded myself that it’s OK to have mixed feelings about him. I’d never had a real boyfriend before. I was obviously trying to jump in too quickly before I even knew him … HaHa, I mean into the relationship, not into the ocean. As far as the ocean goes, I really wanted to do this. I told myself to calm down, get a grip. My head started to clear and I lost the feeling that I was about to faint. 
 
    I slipped the cap over my face and adjusted it so that I could see. 
 
    Merrik placed his hands on both sides of my face to adjust my mask a little more. As soon as he touched me and especially when he placed his open palms gently against my cheeks, I felt that sensation of butterflies in my stomach again. Damn. I was so confused. 
 
    Letting go and taking a closer look at me, he said, “Your cap looks great. It should work perfectly. If you have any trouble at all, just call to me or grab my hand or wave your arms around or something. I can extract oxygen from the water and create a temporary air bubble around you.” 
 
    “How are you going to hear me under the water?” 
 
    “Mermagic.” He winked. 
 
    OK, then. Let’s just throw caution to the wind and jump off this rusty bridge already. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    Merrik said, “Ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’m ever going to be.” That was the absolute truth. 
 
    At that moment, my entire body shook with an intense series of shivers. 
 
    Merrik looked at me with concern. Lifting my mask above my mouth, he said, “Your lips are blue. Don’t worry. I forget that humans have trouble with more than breathing underwater. I’m used to the water temperature here, but I know that humans often need wet suits to deal with it. Wait here…” 
 
    He swam away from the rock a short distance and then came back. “See how the temperature is now. Merpeople can exert magic over the water, so I’ll just keep warming up pockets of water as we swim. How is this temperature for you?” 
 
    My lips started shaking uncontrollably. They started speaking gibberish for me with that kind of Bbbbbb Bbbbbb Bbbbbb sound humans make when they’re really cold. I started worrying about hypothermia. I rubbed my arms, then shoved out a bit from the rock. The water a few feet out was incredibly warmer. It wasn’t exactly bathwater temperature, but that would have been too warm for long-distance swimming. It was more like the perfect pool temperature in the middle of summer. I turned and waved to Merrik, then gave a thumbs-up. “The water’s perfect! Thanks!” 
 
    As he dove in, I saw his green tail flip up and sparkle in the sun. Ugh. That really bothered me. 
 
    When he met up with me, I thanked him again. “This is totally awesome. I can’t wait to go exploring.” 
 
    Merrik seemed really pleased. I was glad of that. He was such a nice and thoughtful guy. He said, “Your mask will help you see things more clearly under the water, by the way. I’m going to take you out to a coral reef today.” 
 
    That sounded wonderful. 
 
    We dove under the water. 
 
    As I followed Merrik, I began seeing his body in a totally different light. There was a beauty and grace about him as the glittering green lower part of his body moved up and down, his tail thrashing its way through the ocean and propelling him forward, his muscular arms threading the water. 
 
    We passed a lot of amazing sea creatures along the way. The experience was incredible. We swam past brightly colored fish: red, blue, yellow and orange. We saw schools of glimmering silver fish. As one especially large school parted, we saw a shark at its monstrous center. The creature had its horrible mouth wide open, a bloody cavity filled with rows of sharpened teeth. I panicked. Blood drained from my head. I felt more light-headed and closer to fainting than before. My heart started racing. Unless Merrik noticed and rescued me in time, I’d sink to the bottom and drown. At least that’s what my instincts told me. I had no idea about the red cap. Maybe it just went on working for as long as I was underwater, whether I remained conscious or not. 
 
    Merrik shouted to me, “Don’t worry. I have a magic similar to what faeries have when they do glamouring. The shark won’t even notice us.” 
 
    He was wrong! The shark started charging toward us, malevolence flashing across its beady black eyes, its mouth of horrors hungry for flesh. 
 
    I screamed as it opened its mouth and chomped down on a huge bunch of striped fish. Blood and guts and bits of striped flesh floated out into the surrounding water, creating a haze of horror. 
 
    I shouldn’t have doubted Merrik’s skill with magic or his knowledge of the world under the ocean. I was a newcomer and a stranger to this part of the Earth. I had no idea how anything worked. 
 
    Merrik swam over and put his arms around me. “Are you OK?” 
 
    My entire body quivered. “Yeah, I’m fine. Man, it sure looked like he was going to tear us apart.” 
 
    Merrik responded in a calm voice, the way you’d soothe someone after a catastrophe. “Have you ever been to the zoo?” 
 
    That sounded like such a random question. “Yes. I’m guessing you haven’t.” Maybe he wanted to know about the animals in my world. Or maybe he meant to ask if I’d ever been to an aquarium and seen sharks there, and thought an aquarium was called a zoo. 
 
    Merrik was full of surprises. “Oh, sure. Lots of times. Merpeople can walk on land. If we dry out, we grow legs. We can then walk around on land and mingle with land creatures.” He laughed. “If we get wet, though, we’re in trouble. We return quickly to our original form and end up flopping around like a fish out of water.” 
 
    Ugh. That image disturbed me. 
 
    Merrik continued. “So, anyway, back to the zoo. Have you ever seen a tiger or a polar bear, something truly dangerous, on the opposite side of the glass wall from a small child, trying to get at that child, responding to them as if they’re nothing but prey? And the child’s having a great time, slapping the glass and giggling? Why do the child’s parents take photos rather than whisk them off to safety?” 
 
    The answer was obvious. “Because they’re already safe. Zoo glass is strong. There’s no way the tiger or polar bear will ever break through and get at the child.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s how the kind of mermagic I used works. First of all, the shark couldn’t see you. Second of all, it couldn’t get through to you. It would experience too much pain.” 
 
    “What if it was stubborn and had a high tolerance for pain, like those dogs that break through electric fences?” 
 
    Merrik looked thoughtful. “I guess I’d have to kill it then. Not my first line of attack, but I’ve done it when necessary.” 
 
    I looked back at the swirling mess of blood and guts and the enormous shark swimming away in the distance. I felt queasy. But, OK, then … I was apparently developing a new normal, one in which mermen killed sharks when necessary. “All right. Where to next?” 
 
    Merrik’s face lit up with happiness. He seemed really pleased that I wanted to continue our adventure. “Onward, to the coral reef…” 
 
    He turned and continued in the direction we’d been going before we ran into the shark. 
 
    We passed more brightly colored fish and more striped fish. When we passed another school of silver fish, I thought I’d have a heart attack; but it turned out it was just them, no shark hiding within their midst. 
 
    We passed an incredibly beautiful fish with different sections painted in different colors. Merrik pointed at it. “Humans call that a redtail triggerfish.” Despite its name, its tail was actually more colorful than even bright red. Starting with the edge of the tail closest to the bottom, there was an array of colors: orange first, then pinkish-purple followed by red, all outlined by bright blue inside bright red. The body was yellow and covered with small blue dots. The head was blue on top, yellow on the bottom. The fins were yellow and blue. And … oh, my God, when I stopped being mesmerized by its colorful display, I noticed that it had teeth! I had no idea that fish had teeth! 
 
    Merrik said, “Watch out, don’t get too close. That thing bites!” 
 
    “Thanks for the warning. It looks so pretty.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, lots of pretty things bite.” 
 
    Well, that was certainly true. By the look of them, faeries should be guardian angels. In reality, however, they bite. 
 
    We swam through empty ocean for a while. Suddenly, a group of manta rays, at least twenty of them, came up beside us. How I wished I could shapeshift into one of them, gliding through the ocean on outstretched triangular fins. Passing over us, their white undersides appeared like ghosts moving through liquid medium. 
 
    A wild-looking striped fish with fins poking out all over its body like fancy hair extensions swam in front of us to take a peek at the two red-capped creatures. Merrik said, “Why, hello there!” To me, he said, “Humans call that a lionfish.” Oh, how cool! It did look like the aquatic version of a lion with its brown-and-white stripes and what could be interpreted as an imitation lion’s mane—kind of like a modern art interpretation of a lion’s mane. I thought it looked friendly until Merrik said, “Don’t get too close. See the spines on its fins? Getting stung by those is extremely painful.” The danger had definitely been camouflaged by cuteness. I kept my distance. 
 
    Finally, we reached the coral reef. I couldn’t remember any previous time in my entire life when I’d ever felt so happy or exhilarated. I wondered if that’s how astronauts felt when they first took a rocket ship into outer space, or spent their first night on the International Space Station or set foot on the moon’s surface. I’d never do anything like that. But, hey, for a girl who’d never gone anywhere special, this visit to a stunningly beautiful coral reef wearing a merpeople mask certainly carried an incredible sense of wonder. 
 
    Merrik pointed out the corals. I had no idea there were so many different kinds and colors. I’d always thought that coral was thick and white. Here, coral was not always thick and similar to stone. It was also shaped like fans and feathers. In addition to white, it came in yellow, red, purple, orange and blue. 
 
    Just when I thought I could identify coral, Merrik pointed out what I thought was white coral bending with the ocean current, but turned out to be a sea anemone. It looked like thick Troll doll’s hair blowing in the wind. A friend of mine when I was in elementary school had Troll dolls handed down to her from her mother. Their hair stuck straight up out of the tops of their heads, the same way the sea anemone’s stalks or whatever they were stuck out of the top of some kind of trunk. They reminded me of midget palm trees with ghost fronds. 
 
    After Merrik explained the basics of the coral reef, we swam around the structure. I felt like all the pictures I’d ever seen of scuba divers, except we were much more like the natural reef inhabitants without any tanks on our backs or other scuba equipment weighing us down. 
 
    There were fish in a wide assortment of colors and patterns. Some swam out in the open. Some were hiding in nooks and crannies of the coral reef. 
 
    As I was searching for more fish and wishing I had my cell phone with me to take photographs, a large turtle swam around the structure directly into view. It didn’t seem the least bit threatened by our presence. I wondered if it was used to merpeople. It swam straight toward me, gazing at me lazily with half-open eyes. When it got within a few inches, it turned and swam around me, as though I were just some harmless object in its way. 
 
    I felt giddy with excitement. 
 
    After about an hour at the coral reef, Merrik said, “We better get going. Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “Yes! This was extraordinary!” 
 
    I had no idea the surprises that were still in store for us. 
 
    About ten minutes after our departure from the reef, I heard an incredibly haunting sound. It reminded me of the way the Big Daddies sound in the BioShock game. It was so deep and resonant, I pictured them coming from an underwater monster as powerful and violent as a Big Daddy. Without thinking, I swam over to Merrik and grabbed his hand. “What is that?” 
 
    Merrik laughed. “A humpback whale. There are probably more in the near vicinity. They’ll probably all start singing in a few minutes. That’s how they communicate. Want to go see them?” 
 
    That’s singing? I guess if Big Daddies formed a choir group, that’s how they’d sound. Curiosity got the better of me. “Sure. Is it safe?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re friends of mine.” 
 
    Friends? He’s friends with whales? I was having a great time with Merrik, but I had that nagging feeling again that he wasn’t boyfriend material. At least for me. His world was too strange for me. But, anyway, onward to adventure. I was determined to at least have that. 
 
    More than one whale did indeed begin forming a chorus. We swam toward the whales moaning, making sounds like bows scraping against violin strings and groaning like a conference of Big Daddies. Eventually, my ears sorted out what had initially struck me as random, frightening noises. They did indeed have a rhythm to them that eventually reminded me of song. A different kind of music than I was used to, but auditory patterns nonetheless that arose perfectly from the depths of a watery world. It transmitted through the medium with a kind of sad, plaintive emotion. At least in my mind. For all I knew, those were whales communicating about happy things. Humans often Squee! and squeal about happy, exciting things, after all, sometimes with enough intensity to scare their cats and dogs. Interspecies communication wasn’t always instantaneous. 
 
    I remembered suddenly that I’d heard humpback whale song before. It was on the album Apple had played on the night we’d made dinner together, while we were preparing the meal and having a great time. It had been Celtic music with humpback song in it. That sounded so different. It must have been because the Celtic music appealed to my human ears and the specific whale songs were ones that blended in. I wondered how that album sounded to Apple. Being part seal and part human, maybe it sounded completely different to her. 
 
    When we arrived at the gathering of whales, my heart started pounding. These were behemoths. I suddenly felt smaller than I’d ever felt in my entire life. Basically, like a fly next to a sumo wrestler. 
 
    I hung back, moving my hands around in ways that kept me in the same spot. 
 
    Merrik headed off toward the whales, then turned around to wave me forward. 
 
    “No, thanks. Go ahead. I’ll watch.” 
 
    He seemed disappointed. 
 
    I didn’t want to ruin his experience. “Seriously, go ahead. I want to see how you do this. It’ll be fun.” My hands started trembling. My heart was pumping so hard, it sounded like small drums beating in my ears. Sure, this was gonna be fun. Ya know, like playing with matches is fun until someone drops the match on dry tinder that starts a forest fire that whips through acres of land, destroying everything in its path. OK, maybe I was being melodramatic again. 
 
    It was actually magical to watch Merrik interact with the whales. 
 
    As he approached, he let out a deeply resonant Big Daddy groan. OK, that part totally turned me off. It must have been a greeting, though, because after that he toned it down, communicating quietly with the whales. They, however, continued speaking loudly. Now that I knew they were basically just having a conversation, they reminded me of grandpas who are hard of hearing, yelling louder than anyone else in the restaurant. Hey, Marge, remember that time we went skinny-dipping back when we were young whippersnappers? So embarrassing. 
 
    I watched mesmerized as Merrik swam up real close to one particular humpback. Placing his hands on the underside of its head, right under its enormous mouth, and looking into the eye on the side I could see, he appeared to say something. Bubbles floated out from his face, rising upward. Releasing his hands, he moved back as the whale let out a thunderous reply. Merrik laughed. Then he turned around and swam back to me. 
 
    Were they gossiping about me, making fun of me? 
 
    Upon his return, Merrik said, “Hey, next time, Echo wants to meet you. He says he wants to meet all the redcaps. I didn’t mention that you’re human.” 
 
    Oh. I really do jump to conclusions that people are making fun of me way too quickly. 
 
    Our swim back to shore was heavenly. I’d gotten used to breathing underwater and using my arm and leg muscles to propel myself forward. Viewing the undersea world with as clear vision as I had on land made a huge difference in how beautiful everything looked. Swimming under ocean water usually meant peering through a haze of salt and churned-up sand. 
 
    When Merrik got himself into an upright position and started propelling himself up toward the surface, I followed. When we popped our heads out of the water, I saw that we were close to the shore. “Should I take the cap off now?” 
 
    “You can, if you’d like. I’d recommend leaving it on, in case you want to go back underwater. It’s fun to swim under the waves. You can stay under as long as you’d like without worrying about drowning.” 
 
    That sounded awesome. I’d had so little experience with waves, the large ones scared me. 
 
    We soon heard an outburst of sound, cries more high-pitched and squeaky than the whales’. 
 
    Merrik tossed his head to get his hair out of his face. With a big smile on his face, he pointed toward a section of the ocean where the sun was glinting off the water. All I could see were bobbing waves and sunlight exploding into pools of sparkling brilliance on their surface. 
 
    Placing my hands over my eyes, I squinted against the sun. 
 
    Finally, I saw what Merrik was trying to show me when a pod of dolphins came leaping out of the sun-soaked blind spot. They seemed to be having a great time, leaping, calling and adding some clicking sounds to their communications. 
 
    Merrik said, “Want to see something cool?” 
 
    I knew our day was almost over. I never wanted it to end. I felt like an ocean explorer. It was the most fantastic thing I’d ever done. “Sure!” 
 
    Merrik smiled again. I’d come to love that smile. He had a dimple in his chin and his teeth were perfect, so brilliantly white against his tanned skin. “OK, wait here.” 
 
    He dove into the water, disappearing for a couple of minutes. I started to panic. Hyperventilating, I felt dizzy like I might pass out. Oh, no! That would be bad. If I passed out and sank to the bottom of the ocean, would I ever be found? I whipped my head around to see how close we were to shore. I tried to talk sense into myself. We weren’t that far from land. I could swim back to shore, I was confident of that. Plus I still had the red cap on my head. I had more than enough access to oxygen, even if I didn’t have the energy to keep my head entirely above water the whole way back. 
 
    The dizziness had started to go away and I’d managed to slow down my breathing and rapid heart rate when Merrik suddenly broke through the surface of the water next to the dolphins. He spoke in a strange language I couldn’t understand. He was definitely mysterious. 
 
    The dolphins swam around him, squealing and clicking, as he continued communicating in that strange language. 
 
    Then, all of a sudden, they began heading toward shore, leaping in and out of the water with great speed. I kept my eyes on Merrik’s body as he leapt out of the water and splashed back into the sea, his green tail sparkling in the sun. 
 
    Oh, my God, they’d left me! Not funny! Afraid of being stranded, I started slowly swimming toward the beach. 
 
    I’d only taken a few strokes when I caught a glimpse of the entire group turning around and heading back toward me. I stopped swimming and waited. 
 
    As soon as Merrik got within a few feet, he shouted, “Want a ride back?” 
 
    “What?” I looked around, but didn’t see any boats. 
 
    He said, “Ever ride a dolphin?” 
 
    Um, no. 
 
    Not waiting for an answer, he said, “We’ve been offered a ride back from two of these dolphins. I’ve done this before. It’s a great way to travel.” 
 
    I could try one more new thing. I was tired and nearing my limit, but I decided I could try one more new thing for the day. “All right. I’ll try it.” 
 
    Merrik said, “That’s my kind of girl.” Then he placed his fingers in his mouth and gave a loud whistle. 
 
    While most of the pod headed off in another direction, two of the dolphins moved through the water toward us. Stopping in front of us, they bobbed their heads up and down and squealed. The shape of their mouths gave me the impression they were smiling. 
 
    Merrik addressed them in the odd language he’d used earlier. 
 
    Placing his hand on my shoulder, he said in the warmest, most gentle voice, “Come on over. I’ll help you on.” 
 
    I gasped with surprise when he grabbed me around the waist with his strong arms and lifted me up onto the back of one of the dolphins. 
 
    I panicked. “Where do I hold on? What do I do?” It sounded to me like I was shrieking. 
 
    In a calm voice, Merrik said, “Here…” Slinging a shiny, silky harness around the dolphin’s neck, he continued, “Hold onto this on either side of her neck. Not too tight. Don’t choke her. She’ll work with you to help you stay on.” With that, he winked and hopped on the back of the other dolphin. 
 
    Oh, man. I grasped the harness on both sides and hugged that dolphin like my life depended on it. Because it seemed to me it did. 
 
    Both dolphins gave a squeal and a click and off we went. 
 
    Adrenalin and terror surged through my body. When nothing bad happened, I started to relax and, literally, go along for the ride. We leapt in and out of the water. It was amazing. Ripples of waves rolled past us, turned into mountains closer in to shore and crashed down in a spray of foam. Seagulls cawed and squawked as they rode the air currents. Sunlight bounced and broke into a million stars on the water’s reflective surface. And Merrik and I leapt in and out of the water, as if both of us were creatures of the sea. 
 
    When we got close to the black rock where we’d started our day together, Merrik slipped off his dolphin, then helped me dismount as well. Removing the harnesses from the dolphins and wrapping them around his wrists—I’d noticed those before, but thought they were simple cloth bracelets—he stroked them on their heads and said, “Thanks! That was great!” 
 
    They bobbed their heads, gave one parting squeak, then headed off for deeper ocean. 
 
    We swam over to the rock. 
 
    Merrik spoke first. “Did you have a good time?” 
 
    “I had a fantastic time! Thank you so much!” 
 
    He smiled, which was the best thing ever. It felt like the sun coming out after months of rain. “If you want to get in touch with me, just let Apple know. She has ways to contact me. Would you like to meet here again next Saturday?” 
 
    An entire week seemed like an eternity. “That sounds great. Same time?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    I swam to a place where I could stand, then walked back in to shore. Pulling my towel from my backpack, I dried my hair, then wrapped the towel around myself. I shivered. I was back to my old self. No magic to keep me warm. Just me against the elements. 
 
    I threw my clothes on over my bathing suit. I was about to sling my backpack over my shoulder when my cell phone rang. Ugh. The ringtone. What Doesn’t Kill You. It was my mom. Well, my mom had just killed my day and my mood. 
 
    I decided not to answer. I was at college, after all. For all my mom knew, I was in the library or a study session. 
 
    I turned to see if Merrik was still on the rock. He waved as soon as he saw me looking in his direction. I waved back. Now that my mom had interrupted, the entire day seemed like a mirage or a dream—something so distinct from my reality, it couldn’t have ever actually taken place. 
 
    As Merrik slipped off the rock into his world beneath the sea, he seemed like the ragged remnants of a wonderful dream. 
 
    From the time I first heard my phone ring to the time I arrived on the stretch of beach directly below my dorm, the What Doesn’t Kill You theme rang four more times. Oh, this was gonna kill me, all right. 
 
    Before ascending the stairs, I reached into my backpack to turn my phone off. I just wanted to daydream about the day for a while, to feel happy at least for one full night. I figured I’d call my mom the next day. 
 
    I quickly glanced at my messages to see if anyone else had called me. 
 
    Jesus Christ. There were ten messages from my mom. Wait. Hold on. There was also a message from my Aunt Hazel. What could she possibly want? I hadn’t heard from her in years. She and my mom had had a falling out during one of the worst periods of my mom’s addiction. I didn’t know the whole story, but I knew that my mom had stolen one of Aunt Hazel’s necklaces and sold it for drugs. My mom was brazenly unrepentant, insisting that her sister had enough jewelry, certainly more than my mom had ever had. That was pretty typical of my mother, always insisting that people owed her more than they did, while she owed nothing to anyone. 
 
    A fly caught in the spider’s web, I clicked on the first message. I could only make out a few words with the thunderous boom of the waves crashing beside me. I heard only: Pain. Hospital. 
 
    I ran up the wooden flight of stairs as fast as I could. At the top, I felt completely winded. Trying to catch my breath, I turned the sound as high as it would go and clicked on the first message from my mom: Shade, I’m having a lot of chest pain. I thought I should go to the hospital. What do you think? 
 
    Sinking to the ground, I leaned against a wooden fence at the edge of the cliff. Dropping my phone on the ground and pulling my knees up to my chest, I let myself become engulfed by sadness and self-pity and desperation. I let myself wallow in selfishness and bathe in it like it was a special brand of bath salts. I sobbed, letting my past rip through me and gut me like a fish. 
 
    Why couldn’t I have one moment of happiness? Why? Why? Why? What did the universe have against me, anyway? Was Galactic Shade Griffin cursed to live a life of misery? 
 
    I snapped out of it. 
 
    Maybe my mother really was having heart problems. What if she died and I refused to call her? 
 
    I bet anything she was faking it … or maybe having an anxiety attack that she could have had checked at the hospital without asking me to decide what she should do. I had no freaking idea. 
 
    I played through all the messages. 
 
    Message #2: Shade, I’m feeling a little better. Don’t worry about me. 
 
    Message #3: Hi, Shade. Even though I’m feeling a little better, I wonder if I should have myself checked. What do you think? 
 
    Message #4: I forgot to ask how you’re doing. I haven’t heard from you in a while. How are your classes? Call me back. 
 
    Message #5: Hi, Shade. The pain’s back. I don’t have family nearby. I’m going to call my sister, your Aunt Hazel. 
 
    Message #6: I called Hazel. She didn’t answer. I guess I’ll call 911. 
 
    Message #7: Hi, Shade. I called 911. The pain’s shooting down my left arm now, too; and, wow, I never knew you could feel this much pressure in your chest. 
 
    Message #8: Hi, Shade. I just thought I’d try calling again. 
 
    Message #9: Hi, Shade. Hazel called back. She told me to call an ambulance. She said she’ll meet me at the hospital. 
 
    Message #10: I forgot to tell you the name of the hospital. I’m going to the Desert Valley Medical Center. Talk to you later. At the end of this call, my mom broke down crying before hanging up. 
 
    Message #11, this one from my Aunt Hazel: Hi, Shade. This is your Aunt Hazel. I’m sorry I haven’t kept in touch. Your mom told me that you’re in college. That’s wonderful. I’m so proud of you. I’m sorry to be calling with upsetting news, but I’m on my way to Roswell to visit your mom in the hospital. She was having chest pains, so I told her to take an ambulance to the hospital. Better safe than sorry is what I was thinking. She told me that she’s been sober for a while now, which is great. Well, it turns out she’s had a heart attack. She’s in surgery right now. 
 
    I threw my phone on the ground. Standing up and leaning against the railing, I screamed into the wind and the roar of ocean waves slamming their foamy fists against the sand. I screamed until I was hoarse. 
 
    I felt panicked that my mother could die. That I’d missed her calls while she was having a heart attack and I was having fun. That I was never allowed to have fun. I wanted to hurl myself over the railing and swim forever with the fishes. If I’d been born a mermaid or a selkie, I could swim alive with the fishes. I’d swim far away from my life. I’d swim until I passed into a different reality, into someone else’s life. 
 
    Apple was a selkie and she was miserable. 
 
    I snapped back to reality. Seized with panic, I tried calling my mother and my Aunt Hazel. No answers. 
 
    I ran as fast as I could up the dormitory stairs, through my suite and into my room. 
 
    I found Kai reading on her bed. I must have looked like a fright. She lifted her eyes from her book. “Shade, what’s wrong? Did something happen with Merrik?” She jumped to her feet. “I should have gone with you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, nothing like that. My mom had a heart attack. She’s in surgery now. I have to go home.” I started waving my hands at my side in agitation. My mind was a jumble of thoughts. I couldn’t think straight. “How do you go about leaving magic school, Kai? We got here by bus and train and ferry. I have no idea exactly where we are. Do I call a taxi? Is the ferry running this late at night?” 
 
    Kai took over for me. “Why don’t you take a shower and pack, Shade? I’ll look into making travel arrangements. I’m coming with you.” 
 
    I heard that clearly. “No. You can’t do that. You could flunk out of school. I don’t even know if I’m coming back.” 
 
    Kai said, “Oh no, you don’t. You’re coming back. I had been thinking about going home to check on my house, anyway. I’m not going to argue. I’m going with you. Now, go pack.” 
 
    Yes, mom. 
 
    I burst into tears. 
 
    I took the fastest shower ever. I felt like my mind was swimming through molasses, jumping from one thought to the other, as I stared at my bathing suit on the bathroom floor. I should wash the sand out of that. My bathing suit’s scattered sand on the floor. Kai will be mad. No, Kai’s going with me. It’s OK, just leave it. Hurry up. 
 
    Once I got back to the bedroom, I forced myself to keep my thoughts on what I needed to pack. I placed a week’s worth of clothing in my suitcase. At the last minute, I added the necklace from Brandon and the conch shell I’d found on the beach. Thank goodness I remembered those. 
 
    Kai got off her cell phone looking kind of amazed. “They have a plane. They’ll fly us back home.” She was sitting next to her packed suitcase. 
 
    “Who’s they?” 
 
    “The school.” Kai paused to let that information sink in. “You better hurry up. They’re sending a van to pick us up. I’ll go tell our suitemates what’s happening, so they don’t think we disappeared.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
    As soon as I finished packing and getting all my books and computer stuff together, Kai and I headed downstairs to wait for the van. It was already there. 
 
    It was a plain black van. It didn’t have the name of the school on it or anything. The driver hopped out as soon as we exited the dorm. From all the stuff we were carrying, it was pretty obvious who we were. 
 
    He was a middle-aged man, proper and polite, wearing a jacket with a small Ocean View emblem printed on the front. The emblem was round. It contained a picture of ocean waves with dolphins leaping from them, along with the words Ocean View along the top and College along the bottom. Very simple, nothing whatsoever to hint at the magic being taught inside the school. 
 
    As he approached us, he said, “Hello. I’m your driver, Charles Hammond. Which one of you is Galactic Shade Griffin?” 
 
    I waved. “Me. That’s me. I go by Shade, though—just Shade.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry about your mother, Shade.” Turning to Kai, he said, “And you must be Kai Zahnii.” 
 
    Kai nodded. 
 
    The driver said, “You can put your suitcases down. I’ll load everything up. Go ahead, make yourselves comfortable in the van.” 
 
    I felt comforted and safe, like we were in good hands. 
 
    We set our suitcases down on the pavement in front of the dorm and hopped into the vehicle. When Mr. Hammond got in, he asked if it would be OK if he put on music. That was a relief, actually. I didn’t want to talk and I didn’t feel up to the awkwardness of silence. Music would solve both problems. 
 
    As we drove through dusk to the sound of classical music, I stared out the window. Light fog had crept into the end of day, rolling like ghostly tumbleweeds along the road. 
 
    I thought we were going to the ferry or some other boat that would take us to the mainland where another van would meet us and drive us on to a major airport, but this school was full of surprises. Not only did they have magic, they also seemed to have a lot of money. It turned out that Ocean View had its own airport filled with small planes on the outskirts of campus. We arrived in about half an hour. 
 
    Mr. Hammond pulled into a parking lot and parked the van. “We’re here. I’ll get your suitcases and walk you out to your plane.” 
 
    Walk us out to our plane? My heart started hammering away. It was like my heart served as a telegraph machine in times of emergencies or anything new and risky. Unfortunately, my heart sent everything in code the same way telegraph machines did, but lacked an interpreter on the other end. My heart hammered out the message. My brain went haywire with panic, unable to figure out whether there was a real threat or just something new. 
 
    A small plane, though, taking off from a small airport as day crossed into night? Seriously, that seemed like actual risk to me. My heart insisted that was true. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. 
 
    I realized that I could be in much worse danger of losing my mother without saying goodbye than of anything going wrong with the plane. I looked around the area that looked like a parking lot for airplanes. There were a lot of them. They must make these kinds of trips all the time—I mean, not necessarily for emergencies, but for all kinds of things. 
 
    Kai and I followed the driver. He carried our suitcases, while we carried our laptop bags and backpacks. 
 
    There were actually a few planes with lights on inside. The driver hurried over to one of them. The pilot came out and introduced herself. Riley Barton. The driver told her our names. 
 
    She extended her hand. As we shook hands, she said, “I’m so sorry, Shade. We’ll get you home in a flash. Just climb on into the plane and we’ll take off in just a few seconds.” Turning to Kai, she said, “Hello, Kai. What a good friend you are to keep Shade company.” 
 
    The inside of the plane was more cramped than the van, but it was comfortable enough. The pilot asked if we’d like headphones to cut down on the noise of the plane. I said, “That sounds great,” not because I cared about the noise, but because I wanted privacy and an easy way to avoid conversation. It turns out that everyone in the plane can communicate through the headphones; but, thank God, none of us were chatty that evening. 
 
    The pilot waved goodbye to our driver and started up the plane. 
 
    I picked up a small amount of airplane lingo. We taxied to the runway, prepared for takeoff and announced our airplane by some combination of numbers and words that stood for letters. I only remember Whiskey and Tango and I only know they stand for W and T because Kai asked about it. Apparently, that’s the way the military and aviation people make sure that T isn’t heard as P or B or something. That could lead to a lot of accidents, like if three different planes took off down the same runway at the same time. I felt safer already. Safety measures were in place and had apparently been that way for a long time. 
 
    I’d never been in an airplane before. If I wasn’t so worried about my mom, I’d probably have found it almost as magical as riding on the back of a dolphin. Of course, Merrik wasn’t there, so the dolphin ride would always win out. It amazed me that an entire vehicle with people and all our stuff inside could get up off the ground so effortlessly and fly through the air like an enormous bird. It blew my mind how all the buildings next to us were regular size as we taxied down the runway, then became smaller and smaller until at some point they looked like model train boards I’d once seen at a county fair. After that, we actually flew through the clouds! When we emerged, we’d obviously flown higher because I couldn’t see as much detail below. 
 
    Eventually, exhaustion overcame me and I fell asleep to the distant drone of the airplane engines through my headphones. 
 
    The next thing I knew, Kai was shaking my arm. “Wake up, Shade. We’re here.” 
 
    I blinked my eyes. For a moment, I forgot where we were. Then it all came flooding back. 
 
    Another driver wearing the same kind of jacket that Mr. Hammond had worn was unloading our suitcases and putting them into another black van. When we stepped out of the plane to meet him, he seemed nervous and eager to please. He was young, early twenties, and Navajo like Kai. “Hi, how are you? I’m Tahoma Nez.” He pointed to the emblem on his jacket. “I’m a driver for Ocean View College. You’re both students there?” 
 
    Kai became animated. I suddenly realized that I hadn’t seen another Navajo student at Ocean View. I wondered if Kai had seen any of her people since starting school. If not, that must feel pretty weird. 
 
    Kai answered for us. “Yes, we are.” 
 
    Tahoma said, “Wow. Wow. You’re so lucky. I want to go there one day. I can’t afford it, though. I’m working real hard, though, to save up money, plus I’m hoping to get a scholarship if I work real hard and show them what a hard worker I am and how seriously I’d take my studies at Ocean View.” He talked nervously and with a tremor in his voice. 
 
    Kai asked the same question that I had in my mind—diplomatically, in case he didn’t have a magical skill and didn’t know about the college’s real purpose. We had no idea if the drivers had been clued in about that. “What would your…umm…major be?” 
 
    Tahoma flipped his right hand over. Two tendrils of blue flame danced in his palm. It wasn’t exactly a fireball, but it was fire and most people can’t do that. He laughed nervously. “I’m not very good at it, but that’s why I want to go to Ocean View. I want to learn. What do you guys do?” 
 
    Kai said, “Pardon?” 
 
    “You know, for your magic tricks?” 
 
    Tricks? I’d never heard anyone on campus referring to their talents as tricks. That totally jerked me out of my little escape into wonderment at meeting a person outside of school who could create fire magically and having Kai meet a fellow Navajo connected to the college. Deep down, I was tired and cranky and worried about my mom. I cut him off rather abruptly, even though I didn’t mean to. “We better get going. I need to get to the hospital as soon as possible.” 
 
    The smile fell from Tahoma’s face. His bottom lip quivered, not as though he was going to cry, more like a nervous tic. “Oh, right, right. I’m sorry. I forgot your mom’s ill. I mean, I didn’t forget. I just … OK, right, let’s get going.” 
 
    He hopped into the car behind the wheel. I got in quickly, half afraid he’d take off before I had both legs in the car. 
 
    I shut my eyes and acted like I was asleep while Kai and Tahoma chatted up a storm. 
 
    Finally, we arrived at the hospital. Tall buildings with lit windows that reminded me of thousands of staring eyes rose up eerily against the night sky. The sign out front announced the place: Desert Valley Medical Center. Blue background, white lettering, spotlights keeping the name visible in the darkness. Those bright windows. Staring at me. Whispering. You’re such a bad daughter. You were gone when you should have been here. Having fun when your mother was having a heart attack. 
 
    Tahoma drove us around to the front entrance. He handed us our suitcases. I kept my wits about me long enough to check the back seat for everything we’d brought with us. He asked, “Do you want me to wait?” 
 
    Kai looked to me for the answer. I said, “Oh, no, that’s fine. My aunt is here. Thanks.” 
 
    Then I walked as quickly as possible through the front door and up to the information desk. 
 
    I swear I spoke as fast and as nervously to the person at the front desk as Tahoma had spoken to Kai and me. “Hi. I’m Shade … um, Galactic Shade Griffin … I’m here to see my mom, Poppy Griffin. Maybe my aunt’s here, too, Hazel Nichols. That’s my mom’s sister. Apparently, my mom had a heart attack and was taken into surgery earlier today. I was at college. But I rushed home…” 
 
    You’re such a bad daughter. 
 
    I don’t think the person at the front desk heard anything other than my mom’s name. That’s when she put the pair of glasses she’d been wearing on a chain around her neck onto the end of her nose and started peering at the computer screen in front of her and tapping keys. In a bored voice that suggested, I deal with life and death every day … life and death … life and death … over and over again, she said, “Yes, I see that you and your friend are expected to visit tonight.” She pointed to her right. “Go down this hallway until the first turn. You’ll find the elevators there. Take an elevator up to the fourth floor. Check in at the ICU nurses’ station. They’ll tell you which bed your mother’s in and if she can see you right away.” 
 
    Fear shot through me like a bullet. “What? My mom might not be able to see me?” 
 
    The woman smiled as though she’d suddenly found a shred of nurturance in her soul the way one pulls a used tissue out of their pocket right before a sneeze. It wasn’t much, but it would do. “Don’t worry. You should be able to see her.” Then the smile dropped from her face and her eyes returned to their previous deadpan expression. “There’s no guarantee, however. She’s in Intensive Care, after all.” As though she wished to return to her previous state of boredom without bothersome visitors, she waved us away. “Go on, now. The nurses are expecting you.” 
 
    If that was supposed to make me feel better, it didn’t. It made me feel like a pain in the ass. 
 
    Kai and I hurried to the elevators. When we stepped inside the first elevator to open its doors, Kai pushed the button for the fourth floor. “Are you OK, Shade? It’s really nice you came to see your mom so quickly. You’re a good daughter.” 
 
    The floodgates opened. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I wiped them away quickly with my sleeve. I couldn’t let my mom see me crying. I had to be strong. She’d had a heart attack, after all. This wasn’t the time to make her feel bad. “Yeah, I’m OK. I didn’t see this coming, that’s for sure.” I laughed. I guess that’s what they mean by gallows humor: laughing at the grimmest moment. Life can be so surreal, I guess we’re just laughing at the outrageousness of it all. Plus people are stupid. We’re all stupid. 
 
    Kai gave me a half smile. Like me, I don’t think she had any idea what to do in this situation. She was so sweet, though. She was really trying. And she’d come all this way with me. She was my best friend. 
 
    When we stepped off the elevator, we went straight to the nurses’ station. It was in the middle of a large room, with bedrooms forming a ring around the central area. The next few moments, from the nurses’ station to my mom’s room, are all a blur to me now. The lights in the area right outside the bedrooms were dim. The nurses’ station was an island of light—like all those Roswell pictures of bright lights beaming down from an alien spaceship, illuminating a circular area below them. That’s what the nurses’ station looked like to me: an island lit from above. As we approached the desk, there were friendly faces, kind smiles, soft voices, people dressed in green and blue and white with scuffed white shoes. We followed a young woman wearing blue scrubs with white shoes that squeaked on the brilliantly polished floor tiles. As we passed rooms with open doors, we heard machines taking in and sharing information. Beep-Beep. Beep-Beep. Beep-Beep. It was the only music, the only rhythm other than my own heart beating in my ears and against my chest. 
 
    When we reached a room on the other side of the nurses’ station, the nurse’s shoes stopped. I suddenly realized I’d been staring at her shoes moving across the shiny tiles; I’d been following her shoes. I looked up. 
 
    She was a short Asian woman with a kind face. She spoke softly. “Your mom’s in there. Have a nice visit. I’ll stop by to check on your mom in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Is my Aunt Hazel in there, too?” 
 
    “Oh, no, not right now. She went home, to your mother’s house, to get some sleep. She was here for quite a while. She said to take a taxi to your mom’s house and she’ll pay you for the cost.” 
 
    I started to tremble. I thought I’d have Aunt Hazel’s support when I saw my mom. I wasn’t prepared to do this. 
 
    Kai took me by the arm. “Come on, let’s go. Your mom will be happy to see you.” 
 
    My mom was the only patient in the room. I knew we didn’t have much money, so I figured we must have good health insurance. I sure hoped so. 
 
    As I approached the bed, I thought for a minute that I was in the wrong room. I didn’t recognize my mom at first, which was really frightening. Her skin had a grayish tint. She looked like she’d aged ten or twenty years since the last time I saw her. Tubes snaked out of her arms. Liquid dripped into her from a bag hanging on a metal pole. You could see the liquid dripping into the tube attached to it. Drip. Drip. Drip. I followed the tube from the bottom of the bag down to a bandage over my mother’s hand. There was a machine with green wavy lines running across a screen reporting heart rate and blood pressure. When the sound of pumping started, I noticed the blood pressure cuff around my mom’s right arm. It was automatically taking her blood pressure. Green numbers appeared and changed on the screen. I had no idea what good or bad blood pressures were, so I looked away. I looked back at my mom. She had on a pale blue hospital gown with tiny red flowers on it. It wasn’t very attractive. It was just there. A white blanket covered my mom up to the top of her chest. 
 
    The blood pressure cuff must have disturbed her. She opened her eyes. And immediately started crying. “Shade! Shade! I’m so happy to see you!” Then she gasped and placed her right hand over her chest. She spoke next in a soft whisper, as though one of the machines in the room had stolen her voice. “Oh…Ow. I shouldn’t have done that.” She closed her eyes, as though drifting off to find some place where there was pain relief. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again, she said, “I shouldn’t talk much, but I’m really happy you’re here.” 
 
    I said, “I’ll stay as long as you’d like.” That wasn’t exactly true. In reality, I had no idea how long I’d be allowed to stay. I had no idea how any of this worked. 
 
    Kai said, “I can help with the pain.” 
 
    I could not believe I hadn’t thought of that. “Can you heal her completely?” 
 
    Kai looked at my mom. “No, I shouldn’t do that, not when she’s getting regular medical care. I shouldn’t interfere. But I can help ease her pain.” 
 
    My mom smiled at her. “Hi, Kai. That would be wonderful.” Her voice was so faint, I could barely hear her. 
 
    Kai went over to the right side of her bed. Taking my mom’s hand and holding it, she began singing in what I guessed was Navajo. 
 
    My mom closed her eyes and went back to sleep. 
 
    When the nurse came in a few minutes later, she said hello, then grabbed a clipboard from the bottom of the bed. She recorded something with a pen attached to the board by a string. “Your mom must be on the mend. That’s the best blood pressure she’s had yet. I think your visit’s done wonders for her.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
    After visiting my mom in the hospital, Kai and I went back to our trailer park. 
 
    Kai’s rent had been paid up through January. Emotionally unable to give up her family’s trailer between the deaths of her mom and Aunt Doli and the start of college, Kai had set aside part of the life insurance money her mom had left her to pay rent through January. She’d told me it felt financially wasteful to spend money on a place left empty while she was away at school, but she needed to be able to go back there for the holidays. After that, she’d probably give notice to the landlord that she wouldn’t be renewing her lease. 
 
    We took a Lyft ride to the trailer park. It felt strange to be back there. The vast differences between Ocean View campus with its castle buildings set on a sprawling campus overlooking the ocean and the Roswell trailer park at the edge of a dry, dusty desert were jarring. It was like traveling from one planet to another. Also, at Ocean View there were all kinds of magic. In Roswell, there were shapeshifters and skinwalkers, but the skinwalkers were nothing but evil. It gave me the creeps. 
 
    We hopped out of the car. In order to stall for time before entering the home with so many troubling memories and facing an aunt I hadn’t seen in years, I paid the driver on my cell phone and took time to give her a review. It was probably a longer, more detailed review than she’d ever received. I had time to kill. 
 
    Kai got impatient. “What are you writing? A novel?” 
 
    I wrapped it up with two more words: Highly recommend! Then I tapped Submit. 
 
    I looked at Kai’s home with the dark windows. “Are you going to be OK all alone in there? Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me?” 
 
    Kai shook her head. “No. I really want to go back home and spend some time there. I won’t have the place much longer.” 
 
    I gave her a big hug. “Well, see you tomorrow. Why don’t you text me when you wake up and I’ll text you if I wake up first?” 
 
    Kai said, “Sounds good,” and wheeled her suitcase up to her door. As soon as she’d gotten inside and clicked the lock in place, I turned and faced my own trailer. Unlike Kai’s, all the windows were lit with warm yellow light. 
 
    I unlocked the door and stepped inside. 
 
    I thought my Aunt Hazel would be asleep, but she was sitting on the couch in the living room, watching TV and smoking a cigarette. She was wearing pajamas and a bathrobe, her legs curled up beneath her. “Hey, Shade, how are you doing?” 
 
    This felt so awkward. I didn’t know her all that well. And I felt incredibly annoyed that she was smoking inside the trailer. The ventilation wasn’t great. My mom had done the same thing and I’d gotten angry with her over her lack of consideration. 
 
    My aunt snuffed out the cigarette in an ashtray before I’d even had a chance to say anything. “Sorry about this. I’m worried about your mom and trying to unwind.” 
 
    “No problem.” I felt mad at myself for saying No problem. Why couldn’t I just say what I felt? I should have said, “I appreciate you putting out your cigarette. The ventilation’s not great in here and the smoke bothers me.” That way, there would be no doubt that I didn’t mean: No problem. You can smoke in here any time. Well, if she did it again, I’d definitely say something. 
 
    My aunt reached for a glass of wine and took a sip. God, I hoped she wasn’t an alcoholic. Probably not, but I didn’t know her that well. “Shade, I was thinking you should sleep in your mom’s room and I should sleep out here on the couch.” 
 
    That was insane. “Why? I’d rather sleep in my own room.” 
 
    Aunt Hazel took another sip of wine. “Take a look in your room.” 
 
    Oh, no. Now, what? I headed off to my room. 
 
    It was unbelievable. Well, almost unbelievable. This was exactly what my mom would do. Truthfully, leaving my room the way I’d left it would be more out of character for her. 
 
    I shouted to my aunt. “Give me a minute. I want to take a look around.” 
 
    I heard her say, “Sure,” as I closed the door. 
 
    I slipped down to the floor, put my head on my knees and cried. I tried to be as quiet as possible while releasing what felt like bottomless grief. This had been my sanctuary, the place to which I’d retreated during my last year of high school, the room Kai had shared with me for a while and Annie had shared when she’d visited over Christmas break. 
 
    Now, it was my mom’s art studio. I’d only been gone a few weeks. 
 
    My mattress was still there; but it was propped up on one end, leaning against the wall. My cloud-patterned sheet was on it; I could see it covering the side facing me. I wasn’t sure where my blanket or quilt were. The faerie posters, the travel calendar and the picture of me and Annie during a happy time in our lives were still hanging on the wall; but the framed photo was so crooked, it looked like it was about to fall off its nail. I jumped up to inspect them for spattered paint. They were fine. I removed the picture of me and Annie to slip into my suitcase and take back to college with me. The books I’d piled up neatly, spines facing outward to create a nightstand of sorts and add color to my room, were scattered and covered in dust. They no longer formed a nightstand. 
 
    The floor was covered in plastic sheeting to protect the carpet. It was completely spattered with paint. Blank canvases were stacked in piles. Canvases showcasing my mom’s artwork were leaning, like my mattress, against the wall. 
 
    In the middle of the room, two easels stood like scarecrow scaffolds. One held a partially finished painting of a woman with an orchid in her hair. Its ledge held bottles of oil paint and a bunch of brushes. The other easel was empty. Both were spattered with paint. 
 
    The room held the suffocating smell of paints and solvents. 
 
    It hadn’t taken long for my mom to replace me with her hobbies. Out with the old, in with the new. 
 
    There was no way I was going to sleep in my mom’s bed. This was my room. I was going to reclaim it. I wiped the tears from my face and marched over to the window to open it and air out my room. 
 
    As I opened my door, air whooshed through the room. Perfect. Fresh air had already begun scrubbing the toxicity from the enclosed space. 
 
    I went out into the living room and sat down in one of the chairs. I told my aunt, “I’m going to sleep in my room. I figure I’ll be here at least until my mom gets home from the hospital and gets settled. How long are you staying?” 
 
    “I’ll be here for a while. I’m retired now, so I’ve got plenty of time on my hands. I figure I should help my baby sister. We’re the only close family left now. She told me she’s been sober for quite some time. That’s all I’ve been waiting for. I couldn’t deal with her in her addiction anymore, especially after she stole jewelry from me to buy drugs. That was the final straw.” She lifted the bottle of wine from the end table and poured herself another drink. She laughed. “Here I am talking about my sister’s sobriety while drinking alcohol. Don’t worry. When she comes home, I won’t drink in front of her. I hardly ever drink anyway. I just seriously need to unwind tonight.” 
 
    Yeah, my mom has that effect on people, basically driving them to drink. Or driving them to utter sobriety and an aversion to alcohol, which is what happened to me. 
 
    My aunt took a sip of wine, then cradled the glass in her hands. “You should go back to school soon. Don’t take too much time off. It’s not right for a child to give up her future in order to parent her parent. I mean it. Don’t make the same mistake I made.” 
 
    Looking away from me, she got a faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    My aunt cleared her throat. “Your mom isn’t the first person to have issues in our family. What do you remember about your grandparents?” 
 
    I had to admit I didn’t remember much. I’d barely known them before they passed away. We’d hardly ever seen them. I shrugged my shoulders. “Not much, really.” 
 
    “It’s probably better that way. Our father was abusive, to my mother and to all of us kids. I retreated into books and studying. Your mom retreated into drugs and alcohol. Looking at all her artwork, I realize she was probably more sensitive than me. I grew skin as thick as a rhinoceros by the time I was ten. I went off to college and built a life for myself. Your mom never pulled herself together. She bopped around from job to job and guy to guy, using drugs and alcohol to numb her pain. You can’t lose your way, too. You need to get back to college and build a life for yourself. How do you like college?” 
 
    The question caught me off-guard. I realized she wouldn’t know exactly the kind of school Ocean View was. “I like it a lot. It suits me.” 
 
    “Good. What are you majoring in?” 
 
    Oh, no. Now, what? I couldn’t exactly tell her Ghost Whispering. I told her Journalism. Close enough. Journalism in a Broken World was my minor. 
 
    “That’s impressive, Shade! I had no idea.” 
 
    “Thanks. I wrote for a local newspaper in high school and got a full scholarship for college.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful! I had no idea. I haven’t talked to your mom in a long time. I’m here now, but she’s in the hospital recovering from heart surgery. At first, I thought she’d probably been hospitalized for a drug overdose or a heart attack from cocaine or something; but as soon as I realized it was a medical emergency without any drug involvement, I got here as soon as I could. I’m sorry I haven’t kept up with what’s going on in your life.” 
 
    I felt like a huge burden had been lifted off my shoulders. I wished my own mother could make me feel that way. “That’s OK. I completely understand.” I took a peek at the time on my cell phone. “It’s awfully late. I’m going to fix up my room and get to sleep.” 
 
    Carrying her empty bottle and glass into the kitchen and setting them down on the counter, Aunt Hazel said, “Sleep sounds good. I’ll sleep in your mom’s room tonight. Have a good night.” 
 
    “Thanks. You, too.” 
 
    It took me two full hours to move my mom’s easels and canvases and paints into a corner of the living room, lift the plastic covering off the floor, dust my books, vacuum the carpet and change the sheets. I found my blanket and quilt sealed in a plastic storage bag in the closet, my pillow in a second one. Thank God the blanket and quilt had been washed. The fresh scent of laundry detergent rose up from the bag as soon as I unzipped it. 
 
    I left my window open. The curtains rustled in the cool desert breeze. 
 
    I fell asleep shortly after my head hit the pillow. I remember breathing in the wonderful scent of clean bedding, and that was it. I was out like a light. 
 
    The next morning, I woke to a different scent: eggs and bacon and coffee. 
 
    Aunt Hazel cooked me a huge brunch: scrambled eggs, bacon, fresh-squeezed orange juice and toast with butter and jelly. I must have been exhausted. I’d slept till 2:00 in the afternoon. The plan was that we’d head over to the hospital around 5:00, so she’d let me sleep in. 
 
    As soon as I’d eaten and showered, I texted Kai: i’m up. ready when u r. do u have food over there or u want 2 eat here? 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Sitting down on my bed, I hopped into a game on my laptop. Half an hour later, my phone pinged. It was Kai. just woke up. no food over here. can u bring something over? 
 
    I replied: sure. 
 
    Opening the refrigerator and cabinet, I found tons of food. Aunt Hazel was awesome! She must have gone shopping. My mom never stocked up on food like that. I made Kai a roast beef sandwich on rye bread slathered with horseradish sauce. It looked so good, I made one for myself, too. I figured I could eat lunch with Kai. Grabbing a cloth shopping bag, I packed it with the sandwiches, couple cans of soda, chips and a package of chocolate chip cookies. 
 
    My aunt came into the kitchen and sat at the table to keep me company. “It’s so nice that your friend came all the way home from college with you. Friends like that are special. I’d love to meet her.” 
 
    I said that would be great. 
 
    Entering Kai’s house felt so strange. The air had a stale, dusty smell. No one lived there anymore. It felt like a tomb. 
 
    We ate lunch, then took a walk around the neighborhood. It felt so odd. It was definitely a place we no longer belonged. Kai said, “My mom and Aunt Doli came back to visit last night.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, they came back from wherever spirits return from. We had a long talk. My mom and my aunt feel I shouldn’t keep paying rent on the trailer just to stay in touch with them. They said they can visit me anywhere. I think I’m almost ready to let the place go, Shade. It feels so empty and that makes me sad. I’ve already paid rent through January, so that I can go back home through the holidays; but I won’t pay rent after that. I don’t think I could bear to come back for Christmas and see other people living there.” 
 
    I told Kai that I completely understood. 
 
    When we got back to my trailer, Aunt Hazel was ready to drive us to the hospital. 
 
    At the hospital, we found my mom sound asleep. She opened her eyes when my aunt went over and touched her arm. 
 
    It was really hard to see my mom in her present condition. Her face was incredibly pale. The hospital had placed a pillow on her chest. She had the tube snaking up from her arm to a bag of fluid. Machines continuously monitored her vital signs. And her voice sounded weak and quiet. 
 
    We sat and talked for an hour, although mostly the conversation was among my Aunt Hazel, Kai and me, with my mom drifting in and out of sleep. 
 
    During one of the moments when my mother was awake, my aunt offered to move in with my mom and she accepted the offer. I cannot tell you how immensely relieved that made me feel. I’d always taken responsibility for my mother when she was in trouble. Usually, she made a mess out of her life on purpose and I ended up taking care of her. I’d vowed to break that pattern. But this was different. Bad luck had entered my mom’s life just as she was beginning to straighten it out. She’d had a heart attack and as I learned from the nurses that day, triple bypass surgery. I was an emotional mess. I knew I’d feel too guilty to abandon my mom to go back to school; but on the other hand, I’d feel incredibly depressed and resentful if I had to quit school and throw away my only chance at a decent future. My Aunt Hazel had saved the day. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
    My mom came home from the hospital one week later. My Aunt Hazel and I visited her every day she was in the hospital, and Kai came with us most of the time. I stayed for five days after my mom got home, helping her get settled. It wasn’t like usual, though. My Aunt Hazel insisted on caring for her “baby sister” to such a degree, there often wasn’t much for me to do. 
 
    I tried sitting next to my mom’s bed, holding her hand and talking to her; but she tired quickly and often shut her eyes and drifted off in the middle of a conversation. My Aunt Hazel went out and bought an extra TV and a Blu-ray player that she set up in my mom’s room. She also bought a ton of movies and television series on Blu-ray, so we watched those in my mom’s room to keep her company. My mom didn’t follow any of the plots because she slept through so much; but she seemed content having the entertainment replace conversation, since it didn’t require as much energy. 
 
    At one point, my mom asked me to read to her. She enjoyed maybe two pages before she fell asleep, so we went back to watching movies and shows. 
 
    On the fourth day after my mom came home, my aunt asked to talk to me outside. As we sat down on the front stoop, a couple of ravens landed in front of us as though swooping in for a meeting. 
 
    My aunt said, “Shade, you have to go back to school.” 
 
    That stunned me. It felt like a slap across my face. Was I such a pain in the ass, I was in the way in my own home? 
 
    When I didn’t answer because, honestly, I was too shocked to know what to say, my aunt continued. “I know you want to stay with your mom because you’re worried about her, but she’ll be fine. I’m moving in with her and I’ll take good care of her.” She reached over and placed her hand gently on my knee, just for a moment, as a comforting gesture. “You know I’m retired. I’ve been living alone for five years since my husband died. It will be good for both me and Phoebe…” 
 
    I interrupted her. “Poppy. She goes by Poppy now.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Poppy.” She smiled. “It will definitely take some time for me to get used to that. But, anyway, it will be good for me and your mom to make up for lost time, to get to know each other again. Phoe … I mean, Poppy’s addiction came between us for a long time. It was like a black hole opened up and swallowed her whole.” 
 
    That triggered a sense of panic in me. “I just realized something. Mom’s on pain killers right now. Will you make sure that doesn’t lead to her relapsing into addiction again? I heard that can happen.” 
 
    A look of consternation crossed my aunt’s face. “Oh, sure. I definitely will. She has to be on pain meds right now. I can’t imagine how much pain she’d be in without them. I’ll watch her afterwards. I’ll even get her into treatment for addiction if she needs it, don’t worry.” She patted my knee. “The important thing for you, my dear, is that you return to college. You have your whole future ahead of you. You don’t want to miss your chance.” She looked straight ahead as the ravens took flight. She got a faraway look in her eyes. “Things would have been so different for your mom if she’d had goals at your age, rather than being left to drift into her future unprepared. Don’t make the same mistake.” Grabbing onto the railing, she pulled herself to a standing position. “Well, I better go check on our patient…” 
 
    The next day, Kai and I packed up our stuff and returned to school. My aunt told me to just leave my room the way I’d arranged it because my mom wouldn’t be painting anytime soon. She said the mattress would be a good place for her to sleep after she got tired of sleeping on the couch. 
 
    I thought back to my mom telling me we had a three-bedroom trailer when we first moved to Roswell. That would have been perfect now that my aunt was staying there. Turned out, as with most things my mom told me when she wanted me to go along with a move, that wasn’t exactly true. The third bedroom was no bigger than a walk-in closet and that’s exactly what we ended up using it for. It was packed to the brim with boxes, our vacuum cleaner, Christmas decorations and everything else that needed storage space. Compared to that room, my tiny bedroom was spacious. 
 
    Kai and I returned to school the way we’d come. Tahoma drove us to the airport in his Ocean View van. We flew by plane back to the airport near school. And the middle-aged driver, Charles Hammond, took us the rest of the way. I was lost in thought the entire trip. Kai kept up the conversation when it would be rude to ignore something someone said. Tahoma was the worst, asking way too many questions and chattering endlessly about way too many things. When he started talking about an uncle who’d had a heart attack, obviously in a jarring attempt to show empathy toward me, I shut my eyes and pretended to sleep. I’d never been so happy to part ways with anyone in my entire life as I was with Tahoma when we finally reached the airport. 
 
    When we got back to our suite, everyone was asleep. I was thankful for that. I needed time to myself. And, oh my God, I didn’t really think about it until I stepped into our dorm room, I probably had loads of schoolwork to catch up on. 
 
    I plunked myself down on my wonderfully comfortable bed, so much better than my mattress back home. Sprawling out on my back, I addressed Kai while staring at the ceiling. “Man, I bet we’re seriously behind in schoolwork.” I sat up, watching Kai as she unpacked her suitcase. “I’m afraid to check.” 
 
    Kai stopped what she was doing and looked at me. “I’m all caught up, except for my Virtual Reality exercises. I had a lot of free time in Roswell to work on assignments.” 
 
    “Of course. That makes sense. I guess I mostly forgot about school, I was so worried about my mom.” 
 
    Kai returned to unpacking. “You’re a good daughter. Don’t worry, you’ll catch up. It’s great that your mom has your Aunt Hazel. She seems super-helpful. My Aunt Doli was like that.” 
 
    I felt badly for Kai. She’d lost both her mom and her aunt, while I’d actually gained an aunt over the past couple of weeks. “Thanks so much for coming with me, Kai. I don’t know what I would have done without you. Probably completely freaked out and not been much help to anyone.” 
 
    She paused before taking the next piece of clothing from her suitcase. “Sure. Any time. That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 15 
 
    I returned to school on a Tuesday night, and to my first full day of classes on Wednesday. 
 
    That meant Journalism class, followed by Volleyball and then VR. It was like a sandwich made from two slices of delicious bread with dog food in the middle. I hated volleyball—nothing but hitting, punching and smacking a ball in an attempt to get it over the net, running, tripping and falling and pretty much making an ass out of myself. I wondered what the last two years of P.E. would be like for the ghost whisperers. I decided I should check out the course selections. If track was an option, that might work. Being a fast runner could be helpful when solving murders and running from criminals. 
 
    In Journalism class, I’d missed handing in two essays. I groaned inwardly, feeling exhausted when the professor wrote the topic for our next assignment on what I’d learned is called a smart screen. Ocean View was the first place I’d ever seen one of those. They certainly didn’t have them in any of the other schools I’d attended. I’d grown up with chalk and good old-fashioned blackboards. 
 
    The professor for this class was Dr. Owen Broussard. He was a middle-aged black man with close-cropped gray hair, a short gray-and-black beard and a distinguished air about him. 
 
    The assignment he’d written on the smart screen: The War Between Land and Sea: Its Influence on Ocean View College. 
 
    A number of people groaned. The classroom filled with murmuring and whispers. 
 
    Dr. Broussard smiled at our class, like someone throwing an inflammatory comment into conversation and then standing back to watch the effect, or a parent finding the immature reactions of his children humorous. 
 
    I didn’t care about the topic. I hadn’t taken sides. I was a land person, so I kinda liked land people. On the other hand, one of my best friends was a selkie. Well, at least she had been a selkie until some shitty humans destroyed her seal body. And I was falling in love with a merman. 
 
    The only thing I hated about that assignment was the fact that it was another assignment and I was already so far behind. 
 
    Dr. Broussard raised a hand in the air. “Quiet now!” 
 
    Silence filled the room. 
 
    He continued. “Your essays are due the second week in November. You’re to discuss the effect the War Between Land and Sea has had on you and your friends and how we can help heal the divide here at Ocean View. At the end of the semester, we’ll revisit this topic in discussion groups composed of land people and selkies.” 
 
    Some guy muttered under his breath. “A nice fish fry, that’s how you end the divide.” 
 
    Dr. Broussard clenched his fists. Marching down one of the aisles, he stopped next to a desk and grabbed a guy by the back of his shirt. Yanking him to his feet, he shouted, “Out! Get out of my classroom!” 
 
    The guy tried to argue. “But, I’m assigned to this class.” 
 
    Dr. Broussard was having none of it. “You don’t belong here! You’re part of the problem, not the solution. Out!” 
 
    And that was that. The guy picked up his books and fled the classroom. 
 
    The rest of the class, Dr. Broussard covered aspects of the war that would be on an upcoming test and assigned books on the subject. 
 
    So much work… 
 
    Volleyball was…well, volleyball. I got smacked in the head twice and fell once. Volleyball: 3. Shade: 0. 
 
    In VR class, we had to once again follow the sound of crying to a ghost we needed to help. Yawn. I’d already done that in real life. This was just a game. It was easy. I felt relieved, though. At least I wasn’t behind in this class. 
 
    After VR, I ran back to the dorm to get ready to go to the beach. I’d missed my last date with Merrik. I’d been so swept up in my fears over my mom, I’d completely forgotten to get in touch with Apple to ask her to let him know what had happened. I hoped he wasn’t pissed at me. He’d taken me on such a great adventure the last time we were together. 
 
    All the bedroom doors in our suite were closed and Kai wasn’t around. I quickly threw on my bathing suit with shorts and a T-shirt over it, packed my backpack and dashed out of the dorm and down the stairs to the beach. 
 
    The eternal roar and crash of the waves calmed me. Totally out of breath, I slowed down until my breathing returned to normal. Kicking off my sneakers and stuffing them into my backpack, I walked down to the water’s edge, letting the cool water wash over my feet and my toes dig into the silky sand. I watched the water rush back into the sea and then run up to kiss my toes, over and over again, like a cat stalking mice. 
 
    Seagulls swooped overhead, cawing loudly, as though catching me up on everything I’d missed since leaving for the desert or possibly telling me where I could find Merrik. Sadly, I didn’t speak their language. 
 
    After reveling in the rejuvenating saltwater lapping over my feet, I moved on, slapping my feet against the shallow water like a kid splashing in puddles. 
 
    The strip of beach that extended about three feet from the water’s edge was covered in tiny smooth stones in various colors and bits of shells, as though someone had gone through the mermaids’ jewelry boxes and spilled their baubles. I realized that I’d become more attuned to the beach. The few times I’d been to the shore as a kid, I’d thought of it as mostly the same every day: sand and water, brilliant sun and heat, beach umbrellas and chairs and colorful towels scattered across the sand. There were castles and moats that kids had built and shells scattered here and there. But now, I realized that nature changed the shoreline, rearranging it from day to day. The waves must have been especially powerful while I’d been away to deposit so many more gems than usual along my path to the rock where I’d always met Merrik. Either that or something else had set all these shells and stones churning up through the waves to settle on land. 
 
    When Merrik didn’t show, I felt disappointed. I spread my towel on the sand. Sitting down and hugging my knees, I watched the seascape in front of me. Sunlight twinkled like fireflies on the open water. Off in the distance, cargo ships traveled across the horizon. Closer in, striped sails and sails with triangular blocks of color bobbed up and down on the waves. 
 
    After about half an hour, I grew restless. I decided to explore. 
 
    A little further up the beach, I was stunned by the beauty of the shells and stones covering the sand like a carpet. I decided to take some back with me. As I scooped up the treasures and placed them in my backpack, I discovered smooth bits of colorful glass among the debris. I scooped up some of those as well. 
 
    When I’d filled my backpack with so much stuff I couldn’t possibly manage any more weight all the way back to campus, I took one more look out to sea to make sure Merrik wasn’t around. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat when I spotted what I thought was a tail flipping up into the air, glinting in the sun and disappearing beneath the water. I was just about ready to shout and wave when the creature leapt over a wave. It was a dolphin. Moments later, I spotted an entire pod jumping in and out of the sea. 
 
    Sadly, there was no sign of Merrik. 
 
    When I got back to the dorm, I ran into Apple. She was sitting in the living room, watching a soap opera and drinking coffee. She glanced up. “Hey, Shade! How are you?” 
 
    Lost in the moment, I didn’t recognize right away that she was inquiring about my mother. “Good! Feel the weight of this.” I plunked my backpack down on the couch next to her. 
 
    She lifted it a couple of inches. “What do you have in there? Books?” She seemed confused, like why should she care how much my backpack weighed. 
 
    Unzipping the top, I showed her the loot I’d collected at the beach. “I had an idea on the way back. I think I’ll make seashell mobiles to hang in my room … and also send some of the prettier shells home to my mom, to cheer her up.” 
 
    “How is your mom?” Apple showed more interest in that than the shells, which made sense. She was obviously concerned about me and my family, plus everything about the beach had to be old hat to her. 
 
    I explained my mom’s condition and how my Aunt Hazel had showed up to help, which freed me up to go back to college. 
 
    Apple said, “That’s wonderful! Hey, how would you like to go with me to get my Johnny tattoos removed? I feel ready. I can’t stand them anymore.” 
 
    I felt so happy for her. Without hesitation, I said, “Sure! When do you want to go?” 
 
    “How about tomorrow after classes? I found a place right outside campus.” 
 
    “Perfect. You can plan on it.” 
 
    I grabbed a snack, then headed over to the campus bookstore to get some materials for making mobiles and tools for drilling holes in shells. 
 
    That night, I stayed in my room, catching up on homework and constructing the mobiles. I made one for me and one for Kai, to thank her for coming home with me. 
 
    They looked beautiful, bobbing up and down from the air conditioning circulating around the room or from the gentle ocean breeze floating into our space when we opened the windows. I’d used branches I’d collected on my way back from the bookstore to construct the frames. I’d drilled holes into the tops of the shells, tied one end of a string around each hole and the other end around a branch, so that the shells dangled on strings. I’d added extra color by gluing stones to additional strings and hanging them next to the shells. Sometimes when the night breezes moved through the room, the shells and stones clanked together, creating the same peaceful sound that wind chimes do. We had a lot of those back in the trailer park and I’d always loved the sound. It was one of the best things about taking walks around our neighborhood. 
 
    When I’d finished the mobiles and placed Kai’s on her desk with a thank you note, I packaged up the shells I’d picked out for my mom and Aunt Hazel. They had shiny pink and gray undersides that reminded me of pearls. 
 
    I also texted my Aunt Hazel to see how my mom was doing. It turned out she was sitting next to my mom, watching a movie in her bedroom, so she took a picture of the two of them and sent it to me. They were both smiling, so that was a good sign. 
 
    We chatted by text messages for a while. My aunt told me that she’d managed to get my mom out of bed, walking around the house, which the doctors had said was important for her recovery. My mom found it painful, but Aunt Hazel said she was making great progress. 
 
    I wiped away a few tears. Part of me wished I was back home. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 16 
 
    Kai loved her mobile. We both hung them above our desks. That night, we slept with the window open and the gentle breeze caused the shells and stones to dance to the music of tiny tambourines. I dreamt of sprites dancing on the rock where I’d first met Merrik. 
 
    The next day after classes, I went with Apple to have her tattoos removed. A driver took us in one of Ocean View’s vans. 
 
    The tattoo parlor was a tiny shop run by a woman named Zahava. She had a shaved head, her neck and arms and part of her face covered in tattoos. She was warm and friendly and commiserated with Apple over having had her body “branded” with an ex-boyfriend’s name. Pulling the skirt she was wearing up above her knee, she showed Apple an elaborate tattoo of a dragon curling around a blue dragon’s egg on her thigh. “You see this here? That dragon wasn’t always there. And that blue egg? That oval shape once held the portrait of my ex. I got to the point where I couldn’t stand it anymore. I had one of our artists turn it into this.” 
 
    Apple seemed relieved. “That’s awesome! I’m guessing mine will be pretty easy to change then.” 
 
    Zahava pulled a thick book out from under the counter by the front door. Flipping through pages until she found what she was looking for, she turned the book around to face Apple. “Any of these would work.” 
 
    Apple and I leaned over the set of open pages. Every design looked like a bracelet. The designs that Apple liked best were rings made of: dragons, flowers, flocks of birds, butterflies, and a single dragon forming a ring and biting its own tail. In the end, Apple chose butterflies for her bicep and flowers for her ankle. I noticed that she expressed no interest in anything to do with the sea, completely ignoring designs made up of dolphins, starfish or seashells. I guessed that was too painful for her. The tattoos would go beyond replacing her ex’s name. They’d also allow her to define her body as that of a land creature, a human being with one body and permanent tattoos. 
 
    While Apple got settled into a chair and Zahava began inking her tattoos, I flipped through design books spread out on the front counter. I’d never thought about getting a tattoo before, but I started thinking maybe I’d like one. I decided to think about it some more rather than jumping impulsively into getting one. 
 
    Several hours later, Apple had completely removed Johnny from her skin, replacing him with butterflies and flowers. The armband and ankle bracelet were beautiful. 
 
    When we got back to campus, Apple went into her room to rest. I went to my own room to catch up on homework. I had soooo much work to do! 
 
    I worked until 9:00 at night on the essay for my Journalism class, then decided I needed to get dinner and some fresh air. I grabbed a cheeseburger, Coke and fries at one of the 24-hour cafes, then headed back to the dorm. Before going inside, I decided to take a walk behind our building to gaze out over the ocean. There was a full moon that night, which drew me toward the view with the same gravitational force it exerts on the tides. 
 
    Leaning against the railing, I felt mesmerized by the swath of illumination spilled across the darkened sea, the glowing orb and brilliant stars burning bright against the impenetrable heavens, and the pounding of sea on sand. 
 
    A twig snapped suddenly and there was a rustling of leaves. 
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    My heart raced out of control. My mind couldn’t interpret what my eyes were seeing. 
 
    A man with Merrik’s face. I didn’t recognize him at first. 
 
    I calculated how fast I could run back to the dorm and which direction would take me farthest away from this stranger. I tried to act nonchalant. I said, “Hi. How are you?” and started walking quickly back toward the dorm. 
 
    “Shade…” 
 
    How did he know my name? I peered into the shadows under the tree where he was standing. “Yes. Who are you?” 
 
    He laughed. “Shade, it’s me. Merrik.” 
 
    I kept my distance. “I don’t think so. The only Merrik I know…” 
 
    He laughed again. “Did you forget? Merpeople can grow legs when they’re dry. I wanted to visit you in your habitat. After all, you visited me in mine.” 
 
    I ended up laughing at that. The word habitat struck me as funny, like I was some kind of zoo creature or something. And what would that make him in captivity? An aquarium creature? 
 
    When he stepped out into the light, I swear my heart stopped for a moment. He had the same twinkly emerald green eyes, the same thick lashes and the same deeply tanned skin as always. His thick black hair fell to his shoulders; but it was dry and brushed away from his face, rather than slicked back with ocean water. Wearing jeans, a tight black T-shirt and leather sandals, he was gorgeous. 
 
    We walked toward each other. Things felt awkward here on land. What was I supposed to do? Invite him inside? Hang out with him here? I decided to start with the latter. “It’s good to see you. I came out here for a break. I’m working on an essay for my Journalism class, Conflict Among Cultures. Check out the assigned topic: The War Between Land and Sea: Its Influence on Ocean View College. 
 
    I waited to see what his response would be. This was obviously a sensitive topic. 
 
    He walked over to the railing at the edge of the cliff and gazed out to sea. I followed. Standing next to him, I grasped the wooden railing and took in the nighttime seascape where stars and a glowing moon lit the sky above a darkened ocean. 
 
    Finally, Merrik said, “Ah, yes, the War Between Land and Sea. It’s a major source of conflict in my family.” He rolled his eyes. “My great-grandfather rages about the topic every time it comes up. My grandmother isn’t much better. And even though my parents don’t say much on the subject, they have subtle ways of showing their prejudice.” 
 
    I felt shocked. I had no trouble accepting Apple as a friend and even though I had mixed feelings about whether or not I was attracted to Merrik, that didn’t seem a whole lot different than the way I felt about guys in general. My mom’s erratic behavior with men and the way in which father figures had forever disappeared from my life had caused problems for me in terms of how I felt about the opposite sex—not as severe as my actual distaste for alcohol, but definitely a less than enthusiastic response toward guys. Regardless, I had been determined to take a stance against the prejudice toward sea people. It had never even entered my mind that sea people I knew might have relatives who were prejudiced against humans. I guess that’s what it means to be blinded by your own entitlement. I thought if I helped fight the prejudice against merpeople and selkies, they’d be thankful. I’d never considered that they might not even like me, simply based on my biology. 
 
    Curiosity drove me forward to learn more. “What kinds of subtle ways?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, they constantly use slurs to refer to humans, even though I ask them not to do it.” 
 
    “Slurs?” 
 
    “Yeah. Humans often call sea people ‘fish,’ right? Well, sea people in turn often refer to humans as ‘rats.’” 
 
    I thought about the time I’d found shapeshifter rats in a campus café and been totally grossed out when they shifted back into human form and turned out to be workers who handled the food there. Kai had gotten really mad at me for being prejudiced against shifters. And here it turns out that merpeople and selkies see me and my kind as rats. 
 
    Letting go of the railing and leaning against it, I turned my back to the sea, absentmindedly studying the rectangular and square shaped dorm windows glowing with warm golden light. “So, how did this start? Do you know? Is it just a tribal thing, the same kind of thing humans do to each other, or does it stem from something that happened?” 
 
    Turning around to face the same direction as me, also leaning his back against the railing, Merrik said, “I have no idea. There are theories that it’s existed from the very first contact between sea people and humans, but the War Between Land and Sea definitely made it worse. That’s where my great-grandfather’s prejudice comes from. The war left his father seriously injured. He was apparently cruel as a parent, as a direct result of being in constant pain. I’ve heard many stories about members of my family being killed and maimed in that war. And we have flags all over our house that were made for our side back then. They’ve become a symbol for taking a stand against humans.” 
 
    I felt crushed. “I guess your family wouldn’t like me much then.” 
 
    Moving away from the fence, Merrik stood only a few inches from me and looked intently into my eyes. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care what they think. Let me ask you something. Be honest with your answer. What would your parents say if you brought me home in my merman form?” 
 
    The image that my mind conjured up didn’t exactly portray my mom as accepting. Yeah, she’d totally freak out. “It’s just my mom.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s just me and my mom. My dad’s not part of our lives.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. But that doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    He was right. It didn’t. I finally came clean. “My mom would probably have a problem with it. You have to understand, though, she has a problem with almost everything. She’s a nervous type. By the way, I went looking for you yesterday, down by the beach where we first met.” 
 
    Merrik interrupted me. “You stood me up the other day. I waited for you.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I had to go back home. My mom had a heart attack and triple bypass surgery. I got an emergency call and went home. I was hoping Apple would tell you.” 
 
    Drawing me into his arms and kissing me on the top of the head, Merrik said, “I haven’t seen Apple in days. I think she’s avoiding the ocean. I’m so sorry for everything you’re going through. Is your mom OK?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah. She’s recovering. My aunt’s there to help out.” 
 
    Merrik said, “I have something I’d like to show you tomorrow, under the ocean. It’ll help you better understand the War Between Land and Sea and the ongoing animosity between your people and my people.” 
 
    That sounded ominous, but no way was I going to turn that invitation down with the essay I had to write and my own curiosity. “Can I bring one of my friends with me? My roommate is a friend from back home. I think she’d enjoy seeing the undersea world the way I did the other day.” 
 
    Merrik said, “Sure. I’ll bring along an extra red cap.” Then he leaned closer until my total concentration was drawn to his lips. 
 
    Lifting my chin with his fingers, Merrik tilted my head upward and touched his lips gently against mine. This was the first time I’d ever been kissed. Weird, I realize, but I’d shied away from guys far too much to ever be kissed. 
 
    My response was electric. I kissed him back, hungrily, and got lost in the sensation. I had fallen deeply, madly in love with a merman. No matter how complicated life got, this moment was the best in my entire life. 
 
    All my senses came alive that night. When our lips parted, I became aware of everything: the breeze against my face, the lingering sensation on my lips, the sound of the ocean in the background and most of all, every place on my hand where Merrik grasped it to walk me back to my dorm. Before I went inside, he kissed me one more time, leaving me with a sense of euphoria as I climbed the stairs to my suite. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 17 
 
    Kai was definitely interested in swimming under the ocean with Merrik and me. When I told her about Merrik being a merman who’d come on land in human form, she tried to convince me that meant he was a shapeshifter. I insisted he wasn’t. He only had two forms—that of a merman with a tail and another one where he was exactly the same, but with legs replacing his tail. I pointed out that that was even less dramatic than selkies stepping out of their seal bodies to become human. She wasn’t convinced. I let it go. I thought maybe Kai needed to believe there were shapeshifters nearby because she missed her mom and Aunt Doli. 
 
    Early Saturday morning, I dashed over to the campus bookstore to see if they had bathing suits in the clothing section. They only had racing suits, the kind that swim team members wear, but that was a whole lot better than my old bathing suit with the pilly butt. The one I picked out was covered in colorful Hawaiian-style flowers, mostly pink and purple with green leaves and yellow centers. 
 
    Kai and I chatted all the way down to the place where I usually found Merrik. As soon as I spotted him waiting out by the black rock, I waved my arm in a wide arc. He waved back with equal enthusiasm. 
 
    Kai and I spread our beach towels out on the sand and dumped our backpacks on top of them. 
 
    I turned to Kai. “You ready to get into the water?” 
 
    Kai nodded and I led the way to the water’s edge. 
 
    Placing her feet in the water, Kai shivered. “Oh my God, that’s cold!” She ran back out. 
 
    I dove in, getting myself completely wet; then stood back up, looking at Kai. “That’s how you have to do it—all at once. Otherwise, the Pacific Ocean is too freezing cold.” 
 
    Kai said, “I’m not sure I can do this, Shade. I’m afraid I’ll get hypothermia if I swim around with you guys for more than a few minutes.” 
 
    I remembered my first underwater swim with Merrik. “Merrik has some tricks he can do to make us humans more comfortable underwater. He did them for me. One of them is that he can warm up pockets of water as we swim, so you just have to make it out to the rock to meet him. After that, you won’t need to swim through cold water anymore. Another is that we’re able to talk to each other and hear the conversation underwater. It’s pretty awesome.” 
 
    Kai shivered again, but stepped back into the water. “That’s awesome. All right, here I go…” 
 
    As soon as Kai dove in, we headed out to meet Merrik. 
 
    I decided I loved my new bathing suit. It was so light and silky, it practically felt like I was swimming nude. 
 
    When we reached Merrik, I introduced him to Kai. 
 
    Merrik explained all about the red caps and how they worked. I found myself beaming with pride at how cool my new boyfriend was, at the adventure he was providing us. 
 
    Kai looked as serious as I must have been the first time Merrik explained the red caps to me. It really was a strange concept. 
 
    And then it became reality for all of us. Kai and I slipped the red caps on over our heads and slipped beneath the water. 
 
    Kai’s eyes were wide with wonder as she looked around, reminding me of an underwater anime figure with huge eyes peeking out from a red mask. She used her hands to stay in one spot as she took in the view under the sea. “Wow! This is amazing! I can’t believe I can see and talk this clearly underwater.” 
 
    Merrik smiled. “So, what’s your major at Ocean View, Kai? I know Shade’s is Ghost Whispering.” 
 
    Kai replied honestly, “Shamanism for Empaths.” 
 
    Merrik said, “Excellent! What I want to show you is perfect for both ghost whisperers and empaths. I want to see what you make of this. C’mon, let’s go.” 
 
    Kai and I looked at each other. Kai shrugged her shoulders. And then we headed off, following Merrik. 
 
    We swam for what felt like an hour, passing by all kinds of colorful fish, a couple of gigantic turtles and some dolphins cavorting playfully around each other. Kai exclaimed constantly about how amazing this was. I felt relieved. I really wanted to see what Merrik wanted to show us, but I didn’t want to do it if Kai was miserable. 
 
    And then the crying started. 
 
    It started out so quietly, I thought at first it was the high-pitched squeaks and whistles that whales sometimes make or the squealing sounds of dolphins, from somewhere far off. 
 
    As we continued swimming, I realized beyond any shadow of a doubt that I was hearing crying. I asked Merrik and Kai to stop. “Do you hear that?” 
 
    Neither of them knew what I was talking about. 
 
    “Crying. Do either of you hear that?” 
 
    Nope. It was only me. I thought maybe there was a human scuba diver in trouble or something like that and we could hear them clearly through the same magic that let us hear each other talking underwater. But since I was the only one hearing crying, it was probably ghosts. “Merrik, I think there may be ghosts somewhere close by. Ghosts who need help usually contact me by crying.” 
 
    Merrik came over and wrapped his arms around me. Looking into my eyes he said, “That makes total sense. I wanted to show you a shipwreck. It has some amazing treasures in it. I wondered if there were ghosts in there, too, and if they were at peace or not. That’s where I thought your magical abilities would come in handy.” 
 
    Kai said, “Magical abilities? What magical abilities?” 
 
    Merrik said, “Ghost whispering and the extreme sensitivity required to be an empath at Ocean View. Ocean View’s only for students with magical abilities. You must know that, right?” 
 
    Kai said, “So we’ve been told. I don’t know. We’re just freshmen. Some of my classes are so hard and the upperclassmen are so talented, I never think of myself as magical.” 
 
    I put my hands over my ears to block out the crying for a few seconds. When I moved my hands back down to my sides, Merrik asked if I wanted to check out the ship, if I’d be OK or if that was too much. “We can swim somewhere else or go back to shore if you’d like.” 
 
    He was such a sweet guy. Curiosity got the better of me, though, now that I knew there was a shipwreck filled with treasure and ghosts that were asking me for help. It was hard for me to turn down either. “No, I want to see the shipwreck. It’s not like I don’t constantly hear ghosts trying to contact me. I just didn’t expect that here. It’s been so peaceful and lovely, like an escape to a magical kingdom where peace reigns and trouble doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Kai made a remark that made me laugh out loud. “I have one word for you, Shade. Sharks. Have you never seen Jaws? The ocean is not a peaceful kingdom.” 
 
    Merrik nodded. “That is true. I live here and things are pretty much the same as they are on land: a mix of peacefulness and brutality.” 
 
    Once I’d started thinking about sharks, I no longer felt safe. I needed to concentrate on something else to get them out of my mind. “If you’re OK with this, Kai, let’s get going. I’m totally on board with checking out the shipwreck.” 
 
    Kai laughed. “On board. HaHa. That’s punny.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and laughed. 
 
    Then, once again, we followed Merrik through the crystal-clear blue water. 
 
    The further we swam, the louder, more painful and more soulful the crying became, so much so that it felt designed to break my heart and tear it to shreds. At one point, the god-awful sound of a banshee wail exploded into the underwater realm so suddenly and at such a high decibel, I thought my eardrums would burst. 
 
    Merrik and Kai heard none of that. And once again, I wondered if I had a magical ability or a curse. 
 
    Finally, we reached the shipwreck. When it first came into view at a distance, it looked like a metal behemoth, a metal whale lying on its side. Up close, it was magnificent. It looked like a cruise ship with much of its paint stripped away and replaced by rust, other sections missing as if some monstrous shark had taken bites out of it. 
 
    The crying was so loud, I covered my ears and started crying myself. The intensity of the sound was making me feel disoriented. 
 
    Merrik swam over to me immediately. Taking my hands away from my ears and covering them with his own hands, he said. “Here. Let me try something…” 
 
    When he let go, the sound was quieter and totally bearable. “What did you do?” 
 
    Merrik said, “I’m so glad that worked. My magical abilities include the control of water. I basically turned down the volume of sound transmitted from anywhere within a one-mile radius of this ship. I’ll leave that spell in place until we leave.” Turning to Kai, he asked, “Can you hear me OK?” 
 
    Kai said, “Definitely. No problem.” 
 
    Merrik then led the way into a middle floor of the ship through an opening in the side where a section had been ripped away. 
 
    Exploring this space without the need for a cumbersome tank on our backs, breathing apparatus in our mouths and tubes all over the place was heavenly. On top of that, our vision was crystal clear, much better than it would normally be underwater and we didn’t have the nuisance of goggles. 
 
    We swam about half the length of the long hallway, then downward in order to enter a room that was lying on its side. 
 
    It felt weird entering that space, kind of like walking through a hall of mirrors or looking into a fun-house mirror at the fair. It felt disorienting. All the furniture had slid down to the bottom, which was actually the cabin wall. It must have been a magnificent room when the ship sailed the seas. The bed was a four-poster canopy style, although the canopy cloth was torn and ragged. There were chairs with thick, comfortable seats, a couch and dresser. 
 
    Kai asked Merrik, “How come all the cloth hasn’t completely disintegrated?” 
 
    Merrik said, “Magic. All kinds of magic, actually. I think every group capable of exerting magic over this place has done it. The merpeople, for sure. Also, the faeries. The faeries have glamoured this place in the same way they’ve glamoured the entire island, so that it’s all hidden from the view of outsiders. You can’t see this island from airplanes or ships.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense. “What happens if a boat smacks into the island? Glamouring doesn’t change the physical reality of a place.” 
 
    Merrik said, “Other magic that plays tricks with navigating equipment in order to steer vehicles away from the island in ways that never suggest they’ve changed course.” 
 
    While we spoke, Kai swam over to the wall on which the dresser had landed. Inspecting debris on the wall which now served as a floor, she picked up an ornate jewelry box and opened the lid. “Whoa. Holy shit! Are these diamonds?” 
 
    Merrik swam over to her. “That’s one of the things I wanted to show both of you. There’s some amazing treasure on this ship.” He grinned. “And, yes, those are diamonds. I understand they’re valuable in your world?” 
 
    Kai let out a shriek. “Valuable? I’ll say!” Closing the jewelry box lid and tucking it under her arm, she turned herself upside-down again, sorting through more items on the wall. Holding a string of pearls in her hand, she asked Merrik, “Are we allowed to keep these?” 
 
    Merrik said, “I don’t see why not. The merpeople took some items from here; but, honestly, we don’t have the need for much. It would bog us down, interfere with our ability to swim freely. It’s not something we value.” 
 
    I was flabbergasted. “So, wait, you’re telling me we could claim this stuff for our own and sell it if we wanted to? If every room is like this, we’d be rich.” 
 
    Merrik said, “I’m pretty sure if you tried to do something like that on that large a scale, Ocean View College would claim the entire ship and everything in it for their own. They own the island, after all. I’m sure that would lead to war. Even though the merpeople and selkies don’t want this stuff, they’d fight any claim to the shipwreck in order to protect what we consider our territory. We consider everything underwater starting from the water’s edge to be our own. We give humans the right to claim the section of beach where low tide turns it into dry land, but that’s it. Try to claim anything beyond that and it’s all-out war.” 
 
    Kai said, “But, wait, that doesn’t make any sense. Humans claim the rights to shipwrecks all the time.” 
 
    Merrik replied rather emphatically, “Not around here, they don’t. Not around any place on Earth that the magical races control, for that matter.” 
 
    Kai and I didn’t answer. I think we had to let the idea of places controlled by magical races sink in. It didn’t register at that moment with my deeply ingrained perceptions of the way the world worked and all the maps I’d ever studied made by humans. It gave me a weird feeling, as if Merrik had told us the ancient maps where ships could fall off the edges of a flat Earth reflected reality. 
 
    Swimming over to the dresser and opening the top drawer, Merrik pulled out a stunningly beautiful necklace. It had a thick golden chain with a large glimmering emerald the color of Merrik’s gorgeous eyes hanging from it. Coming back over to me, he said, “I thought you might like this.” 
 
    At that moment, I felt like the door to a cage of butterflies had opened within my stomach, setting them free to flit around. “Like it? I don’t have words to express what I’m feeling right now. I love it.” 
 
    “All right, then.” Going around behind me, Merrik placed the jewelry around my neck and secured the clasp. The touch of his fingertips against my neck and collarbone gave me goose bumps. This was such a romantic gesture. 
 
    Spinning me back around, he said, “Let me take a look.” His eyes glinting, he seemed happy with what he saw. “Absolutely gorgeous. It looks beautiful on you.” 
 
    Searching for a mirror, I finally found one behind the dresser. Gazing into its reflective surface, I was really happy with the way the necklace looked on me. I suddenly realized the strangeness of it, too. A merman had given me this necklace and Brandon the ghost had given me a similar one—in that case, a silver necklace with a large blue gem and black lettering etched into its silver setting. My life had taken some rather strange turns the past couple of years. 
 
    Studying my reflection, I realized that I didn’t want to place too much emphasis on the jewelry. I’d never been the kind of girl who got all caught up in outward appearances. 
 
    And with that, my mind noticed once more the cries of the ghosts who were no doubt waiting for me to rescue them. Even though the volume had been diminished, the cries were still there. Had I been able to hear them at full volume, I’m sure I would have understood the depth of desperate pain these ghosts were experiencing. 
 
    I set the mirror down on the side of the dresser facing upward. Addressing Merrik and Kai, I said, “I think I better find the ghosts now. You don’t have to make their cries any louder, Merrik; I can hear them. The louder volume just hurts my ears. But I better answer them now. Are you guys coming with me?” 
 
    When they both agreed, I led the way, swimming in the direction of the cries. 
 
    To enter the room where the cries came from, we had to swim upward through an open set of double doors. 
 
    Entering, we found ourselves in a magnificent ballroom. At the periphery of my vision, I noticed crystal chandeliers lying on their sides against the ceiling, tables piled up like barricades, and piles of dishes, some broken, some whole. 
 
    In the center of my vision, pulling my focus toward them as if by magnetism, I saw five ghosts swirling around, their mouths wide open in mournful howling. 
 
    I jumped when Merrik spoke to Kai, as though I’d forgotten they were there. He asked Kai what she was feeling. 
 
    Kai said, “Intense pain—both emotional and physical. Tremendous loss. Some of the worst emotional pain I’ve ever picked up on.” 
 
    Merrik said, “Good. I mean … not good for you personally … but that’s part of the reason I asked you both here. There are many legends about this shipwreck among my people, but no one really knows what happened here. Obviously, there was a tremendous loss of life. It’s another reason why humans don’t trust us. They don’t understand why we seem to live so effortlessly under the ocean while that same ocean is so dangerous and destructive toward humans. Of course, that’s not really true. We die as easily under water as you do on land. We’re just more adapted to it, same as you are to life on land.” 
 
    Kai said, “I thought you invited us here to show us treasures.” 
 
    Merrik replied, “Of course. That, too. I really didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t know if you and Shade would be able to figure out anything that happened here. If you can, that’s fantastic. If not, I figured we’d have a fun time going treasure hunting.” 
 
    Without taking my eyes off the ghosts, I pointed at them. “Do you see that?” 
 
    Merrik and Kai answered at the same time. “I hear them.” Kai added, “It’s almost unbearable.” 
 
    I spoke to the ghostly figures swirling around the space in front of me. “I’m here to help. Can you show yourselves to all of us? We want to help.” 
 
    A couple of seconds later, I heard Merrik and Kai gasp. 
 
    I asked if they saw five ghosts. They both answered that they did and then moved to stand next to me, Merrik on one side, Kai on the other. 
 
    I kept my concentration on the ghosts. The pale, translucent shape of a woman flew toward me. Even though we were underwater, she moved quickly as though moving through air, the water causing no resistance against her. She stopped only a couple of feet away from me. 
 
    I stood my ground, even though I could feel myself shaking with fear. “How can I help you? What do you want?” 
 
    Suddenly, the ghost morphed into one with a monstrous face. With gleaming red eyes and pointed teeth, her open mouth as black as a cave, she turned to face Merrik. Pointing with knobby fingers and long sharpened fingernails, she shouted, “Your kind killed us all! You took all of our lives away! You should be punished.” 
 
    The four other ghosts began howling with a sound more horrifying than a banshee wail. 
 
    For the first time ever, I heard Merrik scream. That broke my concentration. As I turned to look at him, I discovered that the ghost of a man had his hands wrapped around Merrik’s throat. Struggling to pull the man’s hands away from him, Merrik’s fingers swept through the mist from which the ghost was formed, but without effect. Merrik’s face started turning blue. 
 
    I had no idea what to do, but I had the feeling that these ghosts desperately needed something from me, so I took a chance on threatening the one who’d become violent. “Let go of him right now or I’m leaving and never coming back! Whatever you need, whatever you want, will be lost to you forever!” 
 
    I realized that ghosts can haunt the living and I wasn’t certain that ghosts of people who had died at sea couldn’t seek retribution on land, so I was shaking as I made my threat. I wasn’t at all certain it wasn’t an idle, useless one. 
 
    In the next instant, I realized I did indeed have power in this situation. 
 
    The ghost with the red eyes and horrible mouth flew over to the male ghost and ripped her fingernails across his face. “Get off him! You’ve always had a horrible temper! Let go or we’ll banish you from the ship. You’ll cost us all eternal peace with your foul temper and vengeful nature!” 
 
    Merrik’s eyes rolled up into his head. Going limp, he hung from the wraith’s hands like a rag doll. 
 
    I screamed bloody murder. “Let him go, or I will never help you! You’ll be stuck where you are in the afterlife for all of eternity!” Again, I took a chance. I had no idea whatsoever if that’s how it actually worked. For one thing, I’m not the only ghost whisperer in the world. For another, Ocean View is filled with them. I’m sure that somewhere along the line, another student would make it part of their destiny to solve the mystery of this shipwreck and lead the ghosts to eternal peace. 
 
    My ultimatum worked so well, I felt like I’d leveled up in blustering ability. 
 
    The ghost who’d been choking Merrik released him from his grasp. In a fit of rage, the spirit swept around the room, grabbing stacks of china plates, hurling them against hard surfaces, shattering them into millions of tiny pieces, and swirling the water with his movement, creating turbulence for all of us. I felt like we were fish in a glass bowl and he was a cat dipping his paw into our world, hunting for dinner with his sharpened claws. In a final rush of movement, he flew out the double doors. 
 
    As I gathered my scattered wits, I realized that he must have removed himself from the situation because he couldn’t control his anger but knew that he and the other ghosts needed my help. 
 
    As I turned to see how Merrik was doing, I saw Kai bending over him, her hands on his chest. Opening his eyes, he sat upright and studied the room. Thank God for her healing abilities. 
 
    The female ghost with whom I’d been speaking returned to her earlier form: blue eyes in place of red, a mouth that looked as pale and translucent as the rest of her. She said, “I’m sorry for all that. You have to understand, merpeople killed us all.” 
 
    I found that hard to believe. “That sounds to me like an urban legend … I mean, a shipwreck legend. I’m not sure what you’d call it here, but it sounds like nothing more than rumor or a story fabricated out of lies.” 
 
    Her eyes flickered red, but she regained control over herself. “No, it’s real. There was a reason. Long ago, a mermaid fell in love with one of the men on our ship and became pregnant by him. She died in childbirth due to complications caused by the mermaid-human twins they conceived. No one knows exactly what happened, but we think it was like Rh incompatibility in humans but much worse. The merpeople blamed the humans for her death, in large part because there had been a series of men preying on mermaids and selkies in previous years, including several instances of rape. Out of all the men who sailed on ships across this part of the sea, only a small percentage had hurt the mermaids or selkies, but the death of that mermaid was the final straw. Merfolk are able to control water and weather, so that’s what they did. A group of them formed what was basically a vigilante mob with magical powers. Creating the worst hurricane I’d ever seen, they lashed our ship with hurricane-force winds and monstrous waves until our ship sank. We all died in a state of extreme horror without any way to even say goodbye to our loved ones back home.” 
 
    I looked over at Merrik. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    Merrik replied, “I’d heard the story. I didn’t realize it was this shipwreck. My people weren’t here when this ship sank. We were over on the other side of the world, in the ocean next to China.” 
 
    The ghost’s eyes once again flickered red, her mouth once again becoming an endless black void before she calmed her temper enough to continue speaking with us without—as I’m sure she wished to do—tearing us to shreds. “Are you denying my charges? Are you actually saying that merpeople did not sink this ship?” 
 
    Merrik said, “No, not at all. I’m saying that my community of merfolk did not do this. We’re not all one group, you know, any more than all humans belong to the same group. You know your history with slavery and wars and prejudice. You kill your own kind, that’s how much you all belong to the same group.” 
 
    The ghost’s eyes turned into glowing red orbs. She bared her teeth and growled, then let her anger go. 
 
    My heart pounded in my ears. My hands trembled. If she unleashed her full anger against us, I’m pretty sure we’d all be dead. Maybe Merrik would survive if he could fight her ghostly powers with merfolk magic, but I was pretty sure that Kai and I wouldn’t survive the encounter. 
 
    Another ghost, a woman with blue-green eyes, came up to the apparition who’d been speaking with us and put her arm around her. Looking directly at me, she said, “Clara here lost her three children on this ship. Her family was on a vacation, taking a fun cruise. It didn’t end up that way. I know deep in my heart that we can never make peace in our souls until we help rectify the situation with the mermaid who died giving birth to her twins that are half-human. I think it’s our responsibility to see that her children are OK. It’s not that we owe anything to the merpeople, including the violent gang that killed us. It’s more that finding and helping the children of the mermaid who died in childbirth will be a step toward healing the terrible divide between the land and sea people who inhabit this part of the world. I think it’s up to us to begin fixing a destructive situation. It’s like history is calling upon us and we have to do our part.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond. I asked, “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    The ghost with blue-green eyes replied, “Find the mermaid’s children. I sense that you’ll know what to do after you find them. Their father was on board this ship. Come with me. I’ll show you to his cabin. You can search there for clues as to who the mermaid, the mother of his twins, was.” 
 
    Merrik, Kai and I followed her. I found it difficult, as the ghost moved much faster through the water than I could. 
 
    Finally, we reached a cabin on the third floor below deck. It was a small room with barely enough room for a bed, desk, dresser and chair. There were no windows. 
 
    The ghost said, “My name is Linda. We may or may not see each other again after you solve the problem for which we’ve requested your help, if it’s even possible for you to solve it. Maybe all who sailed this ship are condemned to haunt it forever, without any hope of eternal peace. Maybe this is hell. I’m hoping it’s a temporary purgatory, a way station on our journey to eternal life. Good luck, no matter what. The name of the man who occupied this cabin was Zachariah Strickland. Look over there on his desk … You’ll find paintings and sketches of merpeople. That’s all I know about him or his dealings with merfolk. I have to go now. This entire situation is too painful for me to deal with right now.” 
 
    And with that, she swooped around in a loop and exited through the door. 
 
    We went over to the desk. The first thing I noticed were paintings and drawings pinned to the wall above the desk. They were all done on thick paper torn from a sketch book, and they all featured a beautiful mermaid. The lower part of her body was covered in glittering turquoise scales. Her eyes were the same color. Her skin was a deep tan color, either suntanned or naturally dark. She had thick black hair that fell to her shoulders. It seemed so odd to see the pages in perfect condition, despite being submerged in water for so long. I pointed that out to Merrik. 
 
    He said, “This is a Magically Protected Site, an MPS.” 
 
    I waited for further explanation. When he didn’t elaborate, I said, “So? What does that mean?” 
 
    “It’s like your World Heritage UNESCO sites … except with completely different rules.” 
 
    Again, I waited for details. When Merrik offered nothing further, I said, “I have no idea what those are.” 
 
    Merrik placed a photograph he’d been studying back on the desk. “Up on land, your United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization—UNESCO—lists sites that have special cultural or physical significance in order to encourage international cooperation among humans to protect them.” 
 
    I was totally unaware of this. “So, how does this relate to this ship? Does the MPS list encourage different groups of merpeople not to mess with this site? But then, what does that have to do with paper not disintegrating and ink and paint not dissolving underwater?” 
 
    Merrik said, “Magically Protected Sites have protections that go way beyond anything humans can do. These sites are actually protected by magic. I mentioned before that the merpeople and faeries have placed magical spells on this place. They did that as part of the MPS agreement.” 
 
    I had so many questions. “Why is the paint on the outside of the ship faded away then? And why are we allowed to take jewelry from here?” 
 
    Merrik explained, “Because keeping paint on the outside of the ship or jewelry that’s only valuable for its beauty or how much it’s worth in the human world aren’t that important to any magical group. In fact, allowing the outside paint to fade away actually makes the ship less visible from a distance. However, things like Zachariah Strickland’s drawings and journals would be important to preserve, so they obviously fall under the MPS spells. Everything inside the ship is preserved for their beauty, but no one cares if a few pieces of jewelry are removed.” 
 
    Now, that was amazing. If UNESCO had that, none of our special sites would fall to ruin. I had no idea what UNESCO was and wasn’t able to do, but I was sure it couldn’t protect paintings underwater. 
 
    We found a nice-sized collection of things in Zachariah’s cabin. He’d obviously been deeply in love with the mermaid who became pregnant with his children. 
 
    I was delighted when I was the one to figure out her name. I came across a letter sealed inside an envelope that he’d obviously never given to her. It was heartbreaking. 
 
      
 
    Dear Nereida, 
 
    I have just been notified that our ship will be pulling out of port tomorrow. I have no choice but to go. I promise I’ll be back. I can’t wait to see our child. I’m sorry I can’t be there for the birth. Know that all my thoughts, my entire soul, are with you there in spirit. 
 
    All My Love,
Zachariah 
 
      
 
    I handed the letter to Merrik. After he read it, he gave it to Kai. She said, “Wow. He didn’t even know she was carrying twins.” 
 
    I said, “That’s sad in so many ways. He says that he’ll be there in spirit, that his entire soul’s with her. Then her people attack his ship and sink it and a whole lot of people literally become nothing more than spirits haunting the ship.” 
 
    Merrik whipped around. He’d been rifling through the desk drawer. “Wait. I hadn’t thought about his spirit. Is his ghost here? If we could talk to him, we could find out a lot more about the mermaid we now know is named Nereida.” 
 
    I had no sense of him being in the room. I didn’t see him and I couldn’t hear any crying from within the room. I wondered if Gabriella Underwood would be able to sense anything about his current whereabouts. I shared what I was thinking and feeling. “Honestly, I don’t sense him here, which is weird because you’d think that he more than anyone else on this ship would have unresolved issues to take care of before he moved on into the afterlife. But, then, I hardly know anything about how all this works.” Heck, even Brandon didn’t understand how it worked, and he was a ghost inside the afterlife. “Maybe another ghost whisperer already helped him, or maybe he’s hanging around the place where Nereida died.” I turned to Kai. “Do you sense Zachariah in this room, Kai? Do you sense any extraordinary sadness?” 
 
    Kai said, “I sense deep sadness, but only from these sketches and notes, nothing suggesting Zachariah’s presence.” 
 
    I offered to take some of Zachariah’s things with me. Addressing Merrik, I said, “I know a psychic who can tell a lot about a person from their personal items. If I take some of these with me, I could ask for her input.” 
 
    Kai’s face brightened. “Gabriella, right? She’s amazing! She’s the person who got scholarships for me and Shade to go to Ocean View.” 
 
    I said, “Yes, Gabriella. She’s helped me solve crimes and rescue missing girls.” 
 
    Merrik said, “Sure. Take anything you’d like. Just make sure it stays in good condition, so that we can return it to this site.” 
 
    I found some hair in a comb, so I took that. I took Zachariah’s letter to Nereida, some drawings he’d done of her, photographs of merpeople he had in his room, his journal in which he talked about Nereida and the merpeople, and one of his shirts. I dropped them all into a duffle bag that Merrik found in a small closet of the cabin. Kai added the jewelry box. I took off the necklace I was wearing and added that as well. 
 
    Deciding we’d done all we could do for the moment, we left the ship. Merrik offered to carry the duffle bag and I totally accepted, as it was much harder for me to swim underwater than it was for him. 
 
    We were quiet on our way back to land, lost in thoughts that were solemn and sad. A mermaid had died giving birth to twins that were half-merfolk and half-human and the merpeople had slaughtered an entire ship of humans. If I had known anyone who’d died on the ship back when it sank and if I’d known that merpeople existed and they’d caused the storm that killed everyone on board, I knew that I’d hate all merpeople. In a war, I’d take a strong stance against them. But here I was, in love with a merman. Of course, he wasn’t involved with the sinking of that ship; but still, I felt conflicted about the entire situation and my loyalties to my fellow human beings. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 18 
 
    The next few weeks held nothing out of the ordinary. I went to classes and socialized pretty much the way I’d been doing since coming to Ocean View. When I thought back on how intimidated I’d been over starting classes at a college for students with magical abilities, it felt like something from the distant past. My first-semester classes had turned out to be ridiculously easy. Surprisingly, my hardest class wasn’t the ghost whispering VR one or even pre-calculus. It was volleyball because I wasn’t great at sports. Next hardest were my journalism and literature classes; but only because of the amount of reading and written reports I had to do, not because the material itself was hard to understand. 
 
    I saw Merrik at least once a week. If you’d told me before I came to Ocean View that I’d fall in love with a merman, I’d have called you nuts. Although I still had mixed feelings, I was at a point in the relationship where the strongest feeling of all was being madly in love. I missed Merrik whenever I was away from him, the world was brighter whenever he was around, and his kisses were magical. 
 
    I would have liked to have seen Merrik more often; but I was determined to find Nereida’s children, as that was apparently the first step in healing the divide between merpeople and humans. If Merrik and I were to have any kind of future, and if he and Apple and other sea people like them were ever going to have equal status with land people, that would be important. 
 
    I called Gabriella and asked for her help analyzing Zachariah’s possessions. She agreed to do whatever she could. I carefully placed all of his items in a package and mailed it to her from the campus post office. While I waited for her reply, I pored through books and records on local shipwrecks in the campus library. 
 
    The name of the ship was MS Neptune. I found that incredibly ironic. It had the same name as the Roman god of the sea. It was as though the merfolk who were creatures of the sea had claimed the vessel from the land people and handed it to the god of their realm. On further research, it turned out that the MS Neptune belonged to a line of ships named after planets. Of course, the planet Neptune was named after the Roman god of the sea; but the cruise company hadn’t taken that into consideration. They’d used planet names in their ad campaign to entice people onto their ships with an invitation to Travel to faraway worlds in style—meaning other countries, not other worlds, but the idea of other worlds sounded much more exotic. 
 
    After a lot of research, I finally found a little bit of information on Zachariah Strickland. He had been a cook in a restaurant in a small Midwestern town. He was an only child and his parents were deceased. He was twenty-five years old, never married. He’d won $50,000 in the lottery and decided to use part of that money to take a cruise. That lottery win was probably the only reason I was able to find out that much information on him. He’d become famous in the small town where he lived. In fact, there was so much poverty there, he’d become a local celebrity, interviewed on local radio and TV and in local newspapers. He’d told a couple of radio show hosts that he hoped to meet a girl on the cruise. According to several newspapers, that pissed off a lot of eligible young women in town—first of all, because he could have asked them out instead; second of all, because he referred to them as girls. Zachariah pointed out in a TV interview that he had asked out quite a few local girls before he won the money, but he’d been turned down more times than he could count and he was tired of it. He wanted to get married and start a family. 
 
    I thought he sounded like a loner. I thought it sad that he couldn’t find anyone to date before he won the lottery. Once he found the mermaid who was obviously the love of his life, she died in childbirth. And then he died at the hands of the merpeople who sought revenge. That was an incredibly tragic story. 
 
    I became more determined than ever to find his children. 
 
    The Ocean View College library was different than any others I’d ever seen before. There were sections devoted to entire races of beings that humans didn’t even recognize as real. I spent a lot of time in the Merpeople section, trying to hunt down birth records, but found nothing on children born to a mermaid named Nereida. 
 
    I asked Merrik if merpeople keep census records. He said they don’t, so that avenue closed before I could even open it. 
 
    For the first time in my entire life, I ignored Halloween. It wasn’t that I felt too old to celebrate the holiday. It was because Ocean View celebrated in a way I wasn’t used to and I didn’t want to abandon my research to try something new. I felt tired and stressed and I just wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    There weren’t any costumes involved, which made total sense. I mean, it would be weird to have people dressed up as witches, for example, when there were real witches on campus for whom the costumes would be nothing more than insulting caricatures: green face paint, fake warts on long fake noses, pointy black hats and brooms. 
 
    At Ocean View, there were special ceremonies, candles burning all over campus and special treats. Like I said, I didn’t take time to find out the details. Kai didn’t either. On Halloween night, we pored through stacks of records in the library, trying all kinds of searches to locate the names of Nereida and Zachariah’s twins. 
 
    Around 11:00 PM, Kai said she was exhausted. Calling it a night, she headed back to the dorm. 
 
    At half past midnight, I decided to take a walk to clear my head. 
 
    The sky was strange. The moon was full and bloodred. Clouds filled the darkened sky, streaked red where the moon spilled light on them. I couldn’t be sure that was the actual appearance of the sky. For all I knew, the faeries had glamoured the heavens as part of their Halloween celebrations. 
 
    I crossed campus to use the stairs behind my dorm. As I descended the wooden planks, my eyes adjusted to the darkness. I was able to see so well, I concluded the faeries had probably glamoured the night sky. 
 
    The waves had a beautiful lacy edge to them as they rolled onto the beach. The lace was so brilliantly illuminated, it looked like ghosts tumbling onto shore. 
 
    I decided to go in the opposite direction than I usually took to meet Merrik. I’d never been down that stretch of beach before and I was curious. 
 
    When I first became aware of crying, it was so quiet, I thought of it as wind whistling through rocks on the cliff next to me or birds quietly communicating in their nests. 
 
    As it became louder, sadder and more painful, I realized that I must have first heard the call on a subliminal level and been immediately drawn to it. I pictured myself as a puppet manipulated by strings to walk in the direction where I was needed. 
 
    This time felt different somehow. I felt more like a doctor on a house call. It felt extremely important for me to find the source. 
 
    The weeping became louder and more insistent for a considerable distance down the beach. I was glad I’d brought a sweater with me, as the wind and sea air were quite chilly that night. I zipped my sweater, wrapped my arms around myself and continued walking into the wind. 
 
    At some point, I realized the crying was becoming quieter. Retracing my steps, I headed back in the opposite direction until I came once again to the spot where the sound was loudest. 
 
    I found myself in front of a rickety wooden staircase attached to the side of the cliff. I placed one foot on the bottom step and started to climb. I watched where I was going, avoiding holes in the stairs and skipping over places where the stairs were missing completely or had rotted away in the middle. Several times, the structure wobbled so much, I felt sure it was going to rip itself from the side of the cliff and send me hurtling down to the beach below. 
 
    It felt like a force greater than myself had taken hold of me, like Neptune himself had risen from the sea to wrap his hand around me and send me climbing up the cliffside stairs like some plastic action figure. 
 
    When I finally made it to the top, I took a look around. A short distance from the cliff’s edge a building that looked like an old, abandoned castle rose up against the darkened sky. Constructed of stone, it had stained glass windows protected by black lattice-shaped metal bars. The artwork was both beautiful and terrible. From a distance, the panes shimmered with the beauty of brightly colored stained glass. Close up, the artwork portrayed horrific scenes: merpeople caught in nets, merpeople hung by their hands on conveyor belts, merpeople bleeding. It was horrible. 
 
    I wanted to walk away from the building, but the weeping was clearly coming from inside. Whatever force had drawn me down the beach in the dead of night and up the ramshackle stairs to this place tugged at my heartstrings to go inside. 
 
    I went around the building until I found the front door. It was a massive arch-shaped wooden door painted blue. I tried to turn the doorknob, but it was locked. As I turned away from the entrance to search for something I could use to unlock it, the door whined on its hinges behind me. I practically jumped out of my skin. 
 
    Turning around quickly, expecting to find someone standing there, I saw nothing but a gaping sliver of darkness. Clearly under the spell of some mysterious force, I pushed the door open and stepped inside. I shook with fear that someone malicious would jump out from the other side of the door and attack me. 
 
    The place was quiet except for weeping that echoed off the hard surfaces. 
 
    The smell was worse than anything else: worse than the darkness or the unknown, more overpowering than my fear. It was putrid, the smell of rotting meat. 
 
    Thinking I would throw up if I stayed, I turned to run back outside. The door slammed in my face. Ka-Boom! The forcefulness shook the building. Feathery things flapped across my vision. I screamed, thinking they were bats. They were pigeons, disturbed from their roosts above. 
 
    I tried to collect my thoughts which had become as scattered as the dust and feathers floating through the air around me. 
 
    Summoning all the courage I could muster, I put one foot in front of the other, marching off to confront whatever ghost had asked for my help. I considered giving an ultimatum. See here, if you want my help, you have to treat me with dignity and respect. And no scaring the bejesus out of me. Or some such nonsense. There was no way I was actually going to say that. 
 
    When I finally reached the source of the weeping, my brain couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. The ghost of a mermaid floated above what looked like an old, abandoned assembly line. There were merpeople fins littered across the conveyor built and piled up on the floor. 
 
    With tears streaming down her face, the ghost said, “I’m Nereida. I’ve been told I can trust you.” 
 
    It took me a few moments to find my voice. She waited. 
 
    “Nereida? The mermaid with whom Zachariah Strickland fell in love?” 
 
    Tears poured down her face. She answered, “Yes. My people killed him and all the people on his ship. I beg your forgiveness.” 
 
    Giving me that much power felt weird. I didn’t feel that it was up to me to forgive something that was a part of history. The event had had no effect on me personally. Forgiveness would need to come from the families of the people killed in the storm when the MS Neptune sank. 
 
    Then I remembered that I needed to find her children in order to heal the warring divide between humans and merpeople. I said, “I’d forgive you, but I hardly think it was your fault. You died in childbirth, trying to bring half-human, half-merfolk babies into the world. You’re hardly an enemy of the human race.” 
 
    A smile flitted briefly across her eyes in the form of a twinkle. She said, “I need to talk to my children. They have abilities they won’t understand. I need to explain that to them.” Sadness filled her eyes as she added, “And I need to warn them about the dangers they’ll encounter from both sides if who they are becomes public knowledge.” 
 
    I grabbed my opportunity. “Where are your children, Nereida? Who are they?” 
 
    She studied me a moment. “Do you promise to protect them, rather than exploit them?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She waved her arm in front of her, calling my attention to the room. “Do you see all this?” 
 
    It looked like something out of a horror movie. I’d tried to block it out in order to concentrate on the issue of Nereida and her children. Not sure I wanted to know, I asked, “What is it?” 
 
    “Fish canning. And by fish canning, I mean merfolk canning.” 
 
    I lost it. Running from the room, I threw up in the hallway. Coming up beside me, placing her hand that felt light as a feather and only slightly more substantial than mist on my back, she said, “Let’s go outside.” 
 
    That was better. 
 
    Under a large leafy tree out in the cool saltwater night air, Nereida explained about the building where I’d found her and the lives of her children. The building had been nicknamed The Castle by the Sea many years ago by humans. 
 
    “For centuries, merpeople were hunted and fished—not everywhere, only in certain places, but definitely off the coast of this island. They were hunted for many reasons—including the belief that certain human groups hold that if they ingest creatures with magical properties, they themselves will possess those magical powers.” 
 
    I thought back to several topics in my Conflict Among Cultures class. Cannibalistic tribes have eaten their enemies in order to claim their power. In eastern and southern Africa today, people actually hunt albino people in order to eat their body parts under the mistaken belief that albinos hold magical powers. 
 
    I turned, squatted in the bushes and threw up until there was nothing left but bile. 
 
    When I recovered, I said, “I should ask your forgiveness. Humans are horrible.” 
 
    Nereida gave me a warm, understanding look. “All living creatures are both wonderful and horrible. The world, in all its splendor and brutality, sees to that.” 
 
    I returned to the situation that could bring peace to this part of the world. “How can I help you and your children?” 
 
    Her turquoise eyes became brilliant with intensity. “I need for you to bring my children here. I need to tell them about their merpeople powers, but I also need them to see why they must carefully guard those powers, keeping them secret from those who would harm them. My children are twins, a boy and a girl. I named my son Dylan and my daughter Delmara. In the human world, Dylan is a Welsh name meaning ‘son of the sea’ or ‘son of the wave.’ Delmara is a Spanish name that means ‘of the sea.’ Considering that I’m a mermaid and I met their father as he sailed the sea, I thought those names fit our children perfectly. I wrote out my final wishes before I gave birth to them. I had a complicated pregnancy and felt I needed to have some kind of paper stating my wishes for them should I die. My premonitions were accurate. Before my people attacked his ship, Zachariah approved my decisions regarding our children. My family carried them out. My best friend was a selkie who renounced her selkie body in order to marry a human man and live forever as his human wife. They agreed to raise my children as their own, should Zachariah and I die. Their names are Emma and Henry Crawford. They live in a cottage a few miles back from the sea. My children have webbed feet and gills that are barely visible on their chests; but other than that, they appear fully human.” 
 
    She gave me the address of the Crawford home and then disappeared. 
 
    The walk back under the bloodred moon was cold and lonely. 
 
    By the time I reached the dorm, I felt sick. I climbed up the back steps and hurried down the hallway to our suite, nodding at people and giving them nothing more than a brief “Hi, how’re you doing?” I had a wall around me, I’m sure, that clearly communicated: I’m in no mood. Just leave me alone. 
 
    The public area of the suite was empty, all the bedroom doors closed. Unlocking the door to my own room, I found it empty as well. I had really wanted to talk with Kai, but I decided this was better. I’d have time to process what I’d seen and heard and gather my wits about me. 
 
    Easier said than done. I took a long, hot shower and put on the warmest, coziest pajamas I owned: flannel pj’s with unicorns all over them. For the first time ever, I wondered if unicorns were real. Still feeling chilled to the bone, I put on the pink fleece bathrobe my mom had given me for Christmas a few years earlier. 
 
    October by the sea could be quite chilly, especially at night. The heat in our room had kicked on while I was away. 
 
    Lying down on my bed, grasping my pillow while curling up in a fetal position, I watched the seashells and colorful stones on my mobile dancing in the warm air. Looking over at Kai’s mobile, I saw it doing the same. 
 
    I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    I’d witnessed the remains of something truly horrific. The canning factory was obviously abandoned. I wondered if the practice of doing this to the merpeople had also been abandoned, or was it currently being done elsewhere. I decided that I’d go to the library and research both the factory and the practice. I thought about the topic I still had to write about for journalism class: The War Between Land and Sea: Its Influence on Ocean View College. I couldn’t write about Nereida and her children because that should be kept private, but maybe I could write about the factory and the terrible practice of hunting merpeople. 
 
    When Kai came back to the room, I told her about everything I’d seen. She was, of course, both shocked and horrified. She agreed to go with me the next day to the address that Nereida had given me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 19 
 
    The next day before classes, I called to arrange a campus car to take us to the Crawford home in the afternoon. The woman answering the phone was incredibly friendly. I distinctly remember her saying, “Sure. No problem. What time?” 
 
    I said, “4:00 PM.” 
 
    She said, “No problem. Where would you like to go?” 
 
    I gave her the names of Emma and Henry Crawford and their address. 
 
    She immediately responded in a rather snappy tone, “I’m sorry. We don’t go that far out.” 
 
    I had read in the information on campus transportation that students could request a car or van to go anywhere on the island. I pointed that out. 
 
    The woman said, “We don’t go there, to that section of the island. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Kai and I made no sense of that, but it made us more determined than ever to go to the Crawford home. 
 
    Kai said, “We could grab bicycles at the transportation center. No one asks where you want to take them. We’ll just act like we’re going on a bike ride.” 
 
    That worked. We simply signed the bikes out on a tablet. No one paid any attention to us. 
 
    It was a beautiful fall day, the air crisp and cool, the sun bright and unobstructed by clouds. I noticed sand along the sides of the road, evidence that the island was a beach town in addition to being home to magical creatures. I would have enjoyed the scenery more had I not been haunted by the events of the previous night. I spent most of the ride practicing over and over again what I would say to whoever opened the door. “Hello. My name is Shade. I’m a student at Ocean View College. I wondered if I could have a moment of your time.” 
 
    As we entered Strawberry Lane, the road the address was on, we saw a huge field behind a long row of homes. The address we were looking for, 1754 Strawberry Lane, was about in the middle of that row. The houses were different styles of cottages. The Crawford home was a small, pleasant house painted yellow. A beautiful garden ran along the front wall. To get to the front door, you entered a porch under an extended section of the roof. 
 
    I looked at Kai with wide eyes before ringing the doorbell. She returned my look with a nervous expression. 
 
    I’ll never forget that door. It was lavender, an incredibly peaceful color. A lavender door on a yellow house by the beach. As we waited, I became aware of the sound of pinwheels gently spinning in the breeze, probably somewhere in the garden. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    My heart pounded. 
 
    A pleasant-looking woman stood in the doorway. She had curly gray hair and warm green eyes. She was wearing a flowered sundress and bare feet. Her face held the barest hint of makeup: a bit of blush on her cheekbones and pale pink lipstick that had mostly worn off. She gave us a friendly smile. “Hello. May I help you?” 
 
    Everything I’d practiced saying went right out of mind. My brain became a blank slate. I struggled for words. I decided I’d try to act like friends of the twins. “Hello. My name’s Shade.” Turning to Kai, I added, “And this is Kai.” Then I asked, “Are Dylan and Delmara home?” 
 
    Still smiling, the woman asked, “Are you friends of the twins?” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t lie. As soon as Dylan and Delmara showed up, it would be obvious they didn’t know us. I said, “We’re from Ocean View College.” 
 
    The smile fell from the woman’s face. In a stern voice, she said, “I’m sorry. We don’t do business with your school.” Then she slammed the door in our faces. 
 
    On the long ride back to campus, Kai and I tried to figure out how to reach the twins. Kai said, “We need to find out someplace they go: work, school, someplace they go regularly. Then we show up there and talk to them directly, without going through their parents.” 
 
    I was at a complete loss. “So how do we find that out?” 
 
    About half an hour later, Kai said, “I have an idea. Didn’t you tell me that the twins’ adoptive mother is a selkie?” 
 
    I said, “Yeah…” 
 
    Kai said, “Maybe Apple knows her.” 
 
    That was so obvious, I don’t know why that didn’t dawn on me. 
 
    When we got back to the dorm, we found Apple in her room alone, doing homework. 
 
    We asked if we could talk to her about something. We must have looked distraught because she answered in a serious voice, “Sure. What’s wrong?” 
 
    Kai and I sat down on her bed. I explained the entire situation with Merrik and the shipwreck. 
 
    Apple said, “Yeah I know all about that shipwreck. I’ve been out there many times.” 
 
    Kai asked, “Did you take any of the treasure?” 
 
    Apple said, “A few pieces of jewelry. And that jewelry box over there on my dresser.” 
 
    I stood up and went over to take a look at it. It was wooden, painted white with tiny red roses along the edge. I opened the lid. In the middle, a ballerina twirled around to music. In compartments all around her, there was a collection of earrings. “Are any of these earrings from the ship?” 
 
    Apple said, “Only one pair. Why?” 
 
    Realizing that Kai and I were probably coming off like interrogators, I said, “Merrik told us we could take some jewelry from the ship, so we did. There are so many beautiful things down there, I would have liked to have taken more.” 
 
    Apple shifted in her seat and folded her legs beneath her. “Yeah. For sure.” 
 
    Kai added, “I took a jewelry box, too. I love it.” 
 
    Apple leaned back against her desk, appearing more relaxed. 
 
    I went on to explain about Zachariah, Nereida and their twins. 
 
    Apple stood up and started pacing around the room. “So, the rumors are true. There were so many rumors when I was growing up and conversations among the adults that turned to silence when kids walked in on them about a mermaid who died giving birth to half-human children. I always thought the kids had turned out to be freaks of nature or something.” 
 
    I told Apple about Nereida appearing to me. “The kids aren’t freaks of nature at all. According to their mother, they have webbed toes and gills on their chests that you can hardly see. Other than that, they look human. We’re supposed to find them. According to Nereida, it’s extremely important. Their names are Dylan and Delmara, one boy and one girl. They were adopted by Emma and Henry Crawford.” I paused, then studied Apple’s reaction as I continued. “Emma is a selkie who’s renounced her selkie nature, having decided to remain on land and pass for human. She was friends with Nereida. Kai and I went over to her house and asked to speak with the twins. She refused.” 
 
    Apple nodded her head. With knitted eyebrows and a concerned expression, she said, “Of course. She’s trying to protect them. What do you want me to do, exactly?” 
 
    I explained that we needed to know where to find the twins other than at home. 
 
    To my incredible relief, Apple agreed to help. 
 
    I wanted to ask Apple about the factory, but decided against it. The whole thing was incredibly disturbing, and I didn’t want to do that to her. I figured it was upsetting enough for her to be asked to help with selkies and merpeople when she was already mourning the loss of her selkie life. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 20 
 
    A couple weeks later, Apple let me know that she was still working on finding out more about the twins. She said that as far as the selkie community went, Emma Crawford had cut ties with them when she renounced her selkie heritage. She did that after she decided to marry Harry. No one in the selkie community knew anything about her and her husband adopting Nereida’s twins. 
 
    That sounded like a dead end. 
 
    I said, “What about the merpeople community? Their biological mother was a mermaid. I could ask Merrik to see what he can find out from his people.” 
 
    Apple said, “I already did that. No one in the merfolk community knows what happened to the children. The birth was kind of hush-hush until after Nereida died. Those who helped her give birth fulfilled Nereida’s wishes to have the children taken to Emma Crawford. In order to protect the twins, they told other merpeople that they were born dead. I’ll keep looking into this, though. I’m going to try finding out who was there during the birth.” 
 
    That sounded like a great idea. 
 
    Apple had turned out to be a wonderful friend. I knew all of this had to be very hard on her at a time when she was trying to redefine herself as a human land person. 
 
    I decided to go home for both Thanksgiving and Christmas, even though I was completely overwhelmed with schoolwork and knew I’d miss Merrik. I’d started calling or texting my mom every day to check up on her. I’d also continued communicating with my Aunt Hazel, asking her how things were going. My mom seemed to be recovering as well as could be expected, but I felt a strong need to spend time with her. I worried that I could lose her forever. Now that I’d had space from her at college and time to set up my own life, I wanted to make sure she was OK. 
 
    The prospect of traveling home for Thanksgiving felt exhausting. We only had four days off: Thursday through Sunday. Plus Kai decided not to go home until Christmas, so I had to travel on my own. 
 
    At the time I talked to Apple, I had only two days left to finish my Journalism paper on the topic, The War Between Land and Sea: Its Influence on Ocean View College. 
 
    I decided to throw myself into the writing, to block everything else out of my mind except that. It felt like a kind of exorcism, getting my thoughts down on paper. 
 
    I decided to start by researching the factory where Nereida had appeared to me, to see if I could find more information on it. After finding nothing in the History section, I decided to try the Selkies section. After about half an hour, I found a number of books on the subject. The factory where Nereida appeared to me was called the Andrew Pierpont Slaughterhouse and Canning Factory. That horrified me. In its heyday, it had been considered a normal business, a decent and respectable way to make money. Merpeople were literally considered fish … well, except when human men wanted to have sex with them. As fish, they could be sent to slaughterhouses to be turned into canned delicacies or special kinds of calamari or sushi. Once again, I felt physically nauseous; but fought it off by reminding myself that these are the kinds of things serious journalists investigate. They investigate injustice, no matter how bloody, in order to expose it to the world in the hope that the world at large will put an end to it and restore justice. I needed to do this for Nereida and her children, for Apple and Merrik, and for all those still labeled fish. 
 
    Andrew Pierpont came to the island where Ocean View’s now located in 1948, three years after the end of World War II. He came from a wealthy family who’d made their money in the fishing industry going all the way back to the 1880s. There were years missing from the official record of his life. During the Second World War, he disappeared shortly after receiving military orders. Some records said he went off to war and was imprisoned by the Germans. Other records claimed he’d gone AWOL and compared him to the artist Gauguin during his time in Tahiti, although I couldn’t find any reports about where he might have gone. Suddenly, Pierpont resurfaced in 1946 with records of him working in his family’s fishing business. In 1948, his father sent him to the island where Ocean View’s located to set up the Andrew Pierpont Slaughterhouse and Canning Factory. 
 
    When I realized that sounded like an already established line of business, I researched that possibility. It turns out there are merpeople slaughterhouses and canning factories set up all around the world. Although they were finally outlawed in the United States, they continue to thrive off the coasts of China and certain African countries. 
 
    After I’d studied lots of photographs and reports, I wrote my paper. This was my concluding paragraph: 
 
      
 
    It seems nearly impossible for older Merpeople and Humans to feel comfortable with each other when this is part of our history. Hopefully, the younger generation will do better. We have to do better at Ocean View. We could be an example for the rest of the world. 
 
      
 
    When I went home for Thanksgiving, it felt like I was escaping stress. That was incredibly ironic, as I’d felt only a few short months ago that entering Ocean View College would be my ticket out of the stressful life I’d left behind. 
 
    Thanksgiving was the most wonderful ever. It turns out that my Aunt Hazel is a fantastic cook. And she actually loves cooking, so we had an enormous spread: turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, homemade cranberry sauce, homemade biscuits, sweet potatoes with marshmallows on top and corn. My aunt made a point of emphasizing that this was a special occasion, that right after the holiday my mom would be back on her low-fat diet the hospital had prescribed. 
 
    My mom was able to walk around and join us at the table. My aunt had gotten her out of bed every day starting a few days after her return from the hospital. My mom had apparently been depressed and resistant to getting out of bed, but my aunt had insisted that she do it. 
 
    It was interesting watching them together. I had no idea if they’d always had that kind of relationship, but my aunt basically acted like my mom’s mother and that seemed to be exactly what my mom needed. 
 
    Thanksgiving was over before I knew it. Then I was back at school, cramming for finals. Apple had to do the same, but promised me she’d resume the search for Delmara and Dylan at the start of the new year. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 21 
 
    Christmas break was even better than Thanksgiving weekend. 
 
    For one thing, it was longer. For another thing, Kai came home with me. For the third, extra-special icing-on-the-cake kind of thing, my aunt was really into Christmas decorations. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes as the Ocean View van drove up to my trailer. The place was lit up so brilliantly, I thought at first we were at the wrong address. 
 
    Kai and I stood outside studying the display with our mouths literally hanging open. 
 
    Up on our roof, there was an illuminated Santa in his sleigh being pulled by reindeer. Blinking colored lights outlined the edges of the roof and all our windows and wrapped around the railing next to the front steps. In the front yard, a herd of deer covered with white lights stood next to a shimmering blue lake. Christmas elves inspected packages on the other side of the lawn and Christmas tree lights ran along the edge of our garden. 
 
    A group of neighborhood kids I didn’t recognize walked over to the edge of our yard. A little boy about three years old said, “Wow! Do you live here?” 
 
    When I told him I did, he said, “You’re so lucky!” 
 
    I remembered feeling the exact same way about people in other houses my entire life. I said, “Thank you,” then told Kai I’d better go inside. I gave her a big hug and said, “Text me when you want to get together.” 
 
    Opening my front door brought more surprises. 
 
    We had a real tree: a huge pine tree that smelled amazing! And it was decorated to the max with blinking lights and lots of decorations. 
 
    My Aunt Hazel jumped up from the couch as soon as I stepped inside. She said my mom was sleeping, but she’d be incredibly happy to see me the following day. “She needs her sleep right now. As excited as she was about you coming home, she couldn’t keep her eyes open.” 
 
    My aunt had cleaned my room and washed my sheets and blankets. The books I’d hobbled together into a nightstand were neatly stacked next to the mattress. And most amazing of all, Christmas lights had been strung up by the ceiling all around my room and there was a small Christmas tree with white lights and candy canes in the corner. I texted Kai about this immediately and said: u should totally stay with me. 
 
    Then I went out into the living room to thank my aunt. She acted like it was nothing, like this was just what people did. 
 
    Then she made hot chocolate with marshmallows and we sat in the living room and talked. 
 
    As I sipped my hot chocolate, my aunt updated me on my mother’s recovery. She said she was doing even better than when I last saw her at Thanksgiving. Her surgery incision had just about healed, she’d increased her activity level and was walking around the house a lot more without prompting. She had even helped my aunt make Christmas cookies. “Oh, I should have gotten some of those out.” Jumping up and opening a cookie tin in the kitchen, she returned with a plateful of Christmas cookies: sugar cookies in various shapes, gingerbread men, Russian tea cakes, and shortbread cookies with strawberry jam in the center. 
 
    I tried all of them. They were delicious. 
 
    While I munched on cookies and washed them down with hot chocolate, my Aunt Hazel told me something that felt like a ticket to freedom. 
 
    I’d been toying with the idea of quitting school in order to return home and take care of my mom. It felt like I’d always known on some level that my life would never amount to much and, since moving to Roswell, that I’d probably end up working as a waitress in some local alien-themed restaurant or, at the very best, working in a comic book store with UFO stickers in the windows. I figured I’d struggle to get by on minimum wage. Basically, I’d follow in my mother’s footsteps without her art talent or the teaching experience she’d gotten at various art camps when she was younger. Times were tougher now. A lot of jobs required a graduate degree and college tuition cost a fortune. If I left Ocean View, I was qualified for nothing other than minimum-wage jobs for which you don’t need special training. 
 
    As I bit into the most amazing shortbread cookie I’d ever tasted, my aunt said, “So, I want to run something by you, Shade. How would you feel about me moving in here to take care of your mom?” 
 
    Seriously? I think I heard a chorus of angels break into heavenly song right then. “That would be great. How long are you able to stay?” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing. I thought I’d sell my house and move in here. I’ve been all alone since your Uncle Liam died. I retired earlier this year and have been kind of at loose ends with myself about what to do next. It’s been years since your mom was sober enough for me to have a relationship with her. This would give us time to get to know each other again. I was thinking that maybe after she started feeling better, she and I could go on a cruise or something. It would be good for her. I have lots of money saved up and I can’t take it with me to the grave, you know.” She laughed. “Might as well enjoy the time I have left. I thought I’d stay in your room while you’re away at college and maybe we’ll eventually move into a larger trailer here as soon as one opens up.” 
 
    I felt like this was no less stunning a development than when Brandon suddenly appeared to me in my attic bedroom, when I received my scholarship to Magic School or when I discovered that merpeople and witches were real. Seriously. This was like an episode out of someone else’s wonderful life. 
 
    Smiling from ear to ear, I said, “That would be great!” 
 
    Later that night after my aunt went to bed, Kai came over. I shared with her everything my aunt had told me. Even though Kai said how great that was, she looked incredibly sad. Her closest family members had all died. No one had shown up out of the blue to make things easier for her like my Aunt Hazel had done for me and my mom. For old time’s sake, we watched Teen Titans, then went to sleep under the Christmas tree lights in my room. 
 
    The next morning, my aunt made pancakes and bacon for me and Kai. My mom was awake and, as my aunt had told me, she was really happy to see me. I hugged her carefully, as she was still in pain from her surgery. While Kai and I ate pancakes, my mom and aunt ate oatmeal with skim milk and raisins. Other than actual holidays, my mom had been sticking to the heart-healthy menus the hospital had given her and my aunt was lending her support. All through breakfast, my mom asked about my life at college. That was tough to explain. I skirted around all the magic parts, talking instead about books and research, the beach minus the merfolk and selkies, how friendly my suitemates were without suggesting they were anything but human. It worked. My mom asked for details like what did my suite and dorm room look like, how cold was the ocean water, what was the college food like, was I getting enough sleep. 
 
    Phew. 
 
    At the first pause in conversation, I asked my mom how she was feeling. She said pretty good, then talked about the paintings she planned to finish as soon as she was completely recovered. She seemed to have hope for the future. 
 
    Christmas itself was incredible, all through the day and into the wee hours of the next morning. 
 
    We all decided to join my mom in having oatmeal for breakfast. Kai and I supplemented that with Christmas cookies and hot chocolate while we wrapped presents in my bedroom with Christmas lights blinking on the ceiling and carols playing on my laptop. 
 
    Since it had been such a great success, Christmas dinner included the same menu we’d had for Thanksgiving: turkey and stuffing, mashed potatoes and gravy, homemade cranberry sauce, homemade biscuits, sweet potatoes with marshmallows on top and corn. Once again, it was nothing short of amazing. 
 
    After dinner, we opened presents. 
 
    Kai and I had decided to exchange our gifts back at school. 
 
    My mom gave me incredibly thoughtful gifts: a really cute one-piece turquoise bathing suit with crisscross straps in the back, a yellow cloth beach bag with dolphins sown along the bottom, turquoise flip-flops and a turquoise-and-white striped towel. 
 
    My aunt gave me an awesome terry cloth jacket to wear over my bathing suit and leather sandals, as well as a gorgeous pink cashmere sweater for chilly weather. 
 
    My mom gave Kai a beautiful necklace from an online Navajo store and my aunt gave her a matching bracelet, both made from silver metal with turquoise stones. 
 
    I gave my mom a thick, warm bathrobe and my aunt a throw blanket for the couch. And Kai gave my mom and aunt a fruit basket, which was perfect for my mom’s healthier diet. 
 
    Kai and I both had Christmas stockings filled with chocolate candy, pens and UFO-themed socks. We laughed about the socks. Of course. When in Roswell… 
 
    We were all delighted with our presents. 
 
    After my mom and aunt went to bed, Kai and I snuck over to her trailer to see if her mom and Aunt Doli would show up. 
 
    Kai had decorated her place the same as the previous year, using the things we’d bought that Black Friday. There were strands of twinkling white lights and non-blinking colored lights hanging from the ceilings in the living room and bedrooms. Once again, Kai had decorated the fake Christmas tree she’d purchased last year with silver garland, shiny Christmas balls and colored lights that blinked at different speeds. 
 
    Kai set the Angel Christmas Candle Carousels she’d purchased for her mom and Aunt Doli the previous year on the dresser in her mom’s bedroom. It had been the perfect gift for them. Grabbing a box of wooden matches out of a drawer in the kitchen, she lit the candles under the metal angels. As the heat rose up, the carousel began moving, making the angels appear to be flying. Once again, we heard the tink-tink-tink sound of metal touching metal. 
 
    Blowing out the match, Kai said, “Hopefully, this will be a signal to them that I’m here.” She sat down on the bed. “I guess we should make ourselves comfortable.” 
 
    We waited for at least half an hour. I started feeling nervous for Kai. I knew she’d be devastated if her mom and aunt didn’t show up. This was the last time she would ever set foot in the trailer she’d shared with her mom. Kai had paid rent until the end of January, so that she could stay through the few days at the start of the new year when we were still on winter break from college; but starting in February while Kai was away at school, the trailer park manager would change the locks and find new renters. 
 
    Kai stood up, walked over to the closet and started looking through some of her mom’s dresses. 
 
    Then all of a sudden, just like last time, her mother slowly materialized. A line of roses appeared first, like a line of Christmas lights hovering in the air. Appearing next in quick succession were: snakes, wolves, butterflies and a couple of ravens, which were the tattoos of Kai’s mom. Next, the shape of Kai’s mom appeared, gradually becoming more substantial in ghost form. I could see through her, but not completely. Her long black hair was swept up into a braid and shaved along the temples, and she had hoop earrings lined up along the outside of her ears and a small silver bar through her nose. 
 
    Next, the ghost of Kai’s Aunt Doli materialized. Once again, she had her black hair with the red arrowhead shape on top. 
 
    Kai ran toward her mom and aunt, disappearing into their cloudlike forms with a hug. 
 
    After that, Kai sat back down on the bed. She told her mom and aunt that she wanted to talk about how she could continue seeing them after she stopped paying rent on the trailer. Tears flowed down her cheeks and her voice broke several times. “You won’t come back here after someone else starts living here, will you? You’re not going to haunt this place, are you?” 
 
    I thought of Brandon and Angry Birds. Suddenly realizing that I’d forgotten to bring the necklace home that he gave me, I felt panicky. If that ever got stolen, I don’t think I could live with myself. I tried to put it out of my mind in order to concentrate on Kai’s conversation with her mom and aunt. 
 
    Her aunt was laughing. “We’d scare the living daylights out of the new tenants, I’m sure. But, like your mom said, we’d never come back here after you left. Don’t worry. That would be way too sad for us.” 
 
    Kai started sobbing. Her mom floated over and put an arm around her. “What’s wrong, Kai?” 
 
    Kai looked at her mom with widened eyes, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Will I ever see you again after this?” 
 
    Kai’s mom said, “Absolutely. Me and your Aunt Doli get to serve kind of like your guardian angels at least until you’re out of college and living on your own.” 
 
    Wiping the tears from her face, Kai gave a hesitant smile. “Really? That’s amazing!” 
 
    We talked about Ocean View College then. Kai’s mom and aunt wanted to know all about it. They asked if there was a major for shapeshifters. We honestly didn’t know, although we suspected there was and Kai said she’d look into it. She felt really bad that she hadn’t thought to check; but her mom said it was no big deal, she was just curious about it. 
 
    Her Aunt Doli said, “I would have loved to have gone to college at a place like that. We’re very proud of you, Kai.” 
 
    Her mom added, “We sure are. And to think you earned a full scholarship. That’s absolutely fantastic.” 
 
    After that, we sang Christmas carols until well into the next morning. We left after the birds started chirping outside and morning light came streaming in through an opening in the curtains. 
 
    New Year’s Day was the last time we saw Kai’s family in her trailer. We rang the new year in with my family, watching the Times Square ball drop on TV, toasting in the new year with glasses of sparkling grape juice and blowing on noisy party poppers. Then we went over to Kai’s trailer and sang Auld Lang Syne with her mom and Aunt Doli. 
 
    Kai and I were both overcome with sadness when their ghosts finally said goodbye and slipped out of the trailer like mist disappearing over a lake with the morning sun. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 22 
 
    Back at Ocean View, I received three more presents. 
 
    The first I’d earned myself: straight A’s in all my first semester classes. How I got an A in Volleyball I have no idea, but I guess they weren’t looking for Olympic champions at a magic school. I kind of think of the students there as geeks that have leveled up. With the kinds of skills we have and the kinds of things we have on our minds, excelling at sports isn’t a top priority. 
 
    The second gift was from Kai. She gave me a Navajo dream catcher for Christmas. It was beautiful with netting in the middle to catch my dreams and feathers and glass beads dangling from turquoise ribbons attached to the circular frame. She told me, “The netting catches your dreams. Any bad spirit dreams will get caught there and disappear with the morning sun.” If ever there was anything I could absolutely use in my life, that would be it. 
 
    I gave Kai a colorful vase I’d purchased on a Navajo website and, thank God, she liked it. 
 
    My third gift was from Apple and oh what a gift that was! 
 
    Kai and I were looking over our schedules for the second semester. I was thrilled with mine. 
 
    Monday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Banshees (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Fencing (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Tuesday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Calculus (General Elective, Math) 
 
    4:00 PM: Interacting with Bereaved Family Members (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Wednesday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Banshees (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Fencing (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Thursday: 
 
    1:00 PM: Calculus (General Elective, Math) 
 
    4:00 PM: Interacting with Bereaved Family Members (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    Friday: 
 
    10:00 AM: Banshees (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    11:30 AM: Fencing (P.E. class) 
 
    2:00 PM: Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality II (Ghost Whispering) 
 
    I was so excited over getting Fencing for P.E. class, I was acting kind of silly, swishing a plastic ruler through the air and shouting “En garde!” at Kai. Kai was laughing and smacking the ruler with her UFO socks. 
 
    Apple walked in and laughed. I’m sure we looked ridiculous. 
 
    Smiling, she said, “I have a Christmas present for you…” 
 
    My first thought was: Oh, no, I didn’t think to get Christmas presents for our suitemates. What could I give her? Maybe my UFO socks? The mind comes up with weird ideas under pressure. 
 
    While my brain raced through ideas for presents, my mouth said, “That’s so sweet of you.” 
 
    Apple then launched into a description of her incredible present, which was actually a gift for me and Kai and a whole lot of others. “While you guys were away, I thought I’d do you a favor. I promised I’d help look for Delmara and Dylan while you were home. Well, it turned out to be a nearly impossible task. It’s not like they’re famous or anything. I finally decided that the best way to find them would be to try talking to their adoptive mother again, but this time selkie to selkie. That worked. I actually broke down crying, telling her what happened to me and how I can never return to the sea as a selkie. Eventually, she confided in me that she’s been concerned about merpeople traits the twins seem to have, including magical abilities like controlling water and weather. She said that when Dylan was four years old, he discovered he could create whirlpools in the bathtub and tiny tornadoes above the water and when she was five, Delmara made it rain over the table where she was having a tea party with her dolls. She said that she’s warned the twins over and over again to never do things like that in front of humans, but she felt guilty that she was keeping the truth from them about their real nature. She said they’ve felt like freaks of nature their entire lives because they have gills and webbed toes; and again, she felt guilty for letting them go on feeling that way, rather than telling them about the true nature of their genetics. She said that if Nereida agrees to teach them how to control their abilities, she’ll agree to letting them see her. Right now, Delmara’s a waitress and Dylan’s a dishwasher at Cliffside Restaurant. They’re not particularly happy with their lot in life. Emma said they’re able to swim underwater for such long periods of time without coming up for air, they’d probably have great futures as marine biologists or scuba diving instructors, but she’s kept them away from all that out of fear of what humans might do to them if their true natures became obvious. She said that maybe Nereida could advise them about how to handle that.” 
 
    I let out a scream of joy and gave Apple a huge hug. “Apple, you are the absolute best!” 
 
    I think I ended up giving a special gift to Apple. She’d been seriously depressed over losing her selkie identity. I think meeting with a selkie woman who’d willingly renounced her selkie body and offering to help her adoptive children claim their merfolk identity gave Apple an important role within the ocean community once again. She seemed less lost. 
 
    When I released Apple from my hug, she was beaming with joy. She said, “I’m glad you’re happy with this. Because I went a few steps further. Are you free this Saturday?” 
 
    I looked at Kai. “I could be.” 
 
    Kai said the same. 
 
    Apple said, “I spoke with Nereida and Merrik. At dusk on Saturday, we’re all going to meet down by the stretch of beach where you first met Merrik. It will be both of you, Merrik, Nereida, Emma Crawford, Delmara, Dylan and me. Nereida will tell the twins about their biological parents. She, along with Merrik and me, will show them what they can do underwater.” 
 
    That was some incredible Christmas gift. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 23 
 
    On Saturday, I tried on my new bathing suit and checked myself out in the mirror attached to the inside of the bathroom door. I finally felt like an adult. The bathing suit actually looked kinda sexy on me, rather than the way my old one looked: something perfect for an overgrown six-year-old child. I put cutoff jeans and a white T-shirt over my suit and threw my new beach towel, terry cloth jacket and flip-flops in my brand new beach bag with the embroidered dolphins. 
 
    As soon as Kai was ready, we went over to Apple’s room. She looked stunning as usual. She’d ironed waves into her long red hair. She had on tan shorts, white stretchy canvas shoes and a blue cotton shirt. Her shirt was unbuttoned, showing off the top of her black bikini. The ring-of-flowers tattoo around her tanned ankle looked fantastic. 
 
    As we walked to the section of beach where we were supposed to meet everyone else, the sun slowly dropped from the sky, landing like a flaming orange globe on the distant edge of the ocean. Golden sparkles of light danced on the water’s surface. 
 
    When we reached the meeting place, Emma Crawford and the twins were already there. Merrik waved to us from the black rock where we usually met up with him. 
 
    Mrs. Crawford was wearing a striped sundress and leather sandals. Her gray hair was windblown, her green eyes filled with sadness and her eyebrows knitted together with worry. She absentmindedly kicked at the sand with her toes. 
 
    The twins looked as worried as she did. They both had beautiful turquoise eyes and thick black hair, just like their biological mother in the pictures we’d found in their father’s cabin on the sunken ship. Delmara’s hair fell to her shoulders, hauntingly similar to her mother’s. Dylan’s hair was cut short and parted on the left side. 
 
    Apple walked over to Mrs. Crawford and asked how she was doing. Mrs. Crawford offered a timid, “Fine, I suppose.” She then offered her children a timid smile. I realized in that moment that she was probably afraid of losing forever the children she’d raised if they decided to live more of their lives with the selkies and merpeople. 
 
    Apple asked the twins what their mother had told them. Delmara swiped at her hair, trying to keep it out of her eyes as the wind tossed it around. “Mom just told us that we’d find out today why we have gills and webbed feet.” A flash of anger sparked within her turquoise eyes. “I’m assuming we were exposed to some kind of environmental toxins in utero.” 
 
    Looking at Apple, Mrs. Crawford added, “Not from me. The twins know they’re adopted.” 
 
    Apple replied to Delmara. “Oh, no, nothing like that. There’s nothing wrong with you or your brother. We’re waiting for one more person…” 
 
    As the day went from dusk into darkness, Nereida still hadn’t appeared. Apple enlisted everyone’s help in building a fire in one of the nearby fire pits. That kept Mrs. Crawford and the twins busy, which was a good thing. 
 
    As we sat on logs surrounding the fire pit, listening to the crackle of wood and watching the flames dance like genies escaping their magic lanterns, fog gathered along the water’s edge. Gradually, it filled in until the details of Nereida’s face and form were clearly visible. 
 
    The twins screamed. 
 
    Apple said, “Don’t be afraid. We’re going to show you some amazing things tonight.” 
 
    At that point, Merrik came walking down the beach. He must have come ashore, dried off and gotten dressed. He was wearing tight jeans with a tight black T-shirt and bare feet. He looked amazing. Sitting down next to me, he gave me a brief kiss and put his arm around me. My heart did gymnastics and I thought I’d die. 
 
    Apple said, “Hi,” to Merrik. Then she removed her shirt. Turning to the twins, she ran her hands along the left and right sides of her rib cage a couple of inches under her bathing suit top. 
 
    The twins gasped. 
 
    Apple waved Merrik over. 
 
    He removed his T-shirt. Again, I almost died. All I noticed were his amazing abs. When he did the same thing that Apple had done and the twins gasped once more, I noticed for the first time that he had gills. On both Merrik and Apple, their gills were made of such thin lines when they closed up on land, they were basically invisible. However, Apple and Merrik were able to open and expand them, even on land, until they were obvious. 
 
    Then Merrik and Apple spread their toes, revealing webbed membranes between them. 
 
    The twins shrieked. Dylan asked, “How did that happen to you?” 
 
    Nereida walked over to the fire pit, her feet actually hovering an inch off the ground. Sitting down across from Delmara and Dylan, she said, “I’m your biological mother. Or was your biological mother. I died giving birth to you, although I don’t regret for a minute bringing you into the world. You’re both my gift to the world. I was deeply in love with your biological father. He was human. I’m a mermaid. That’s why you have gills and webbed toes. That’s from me. You’re half-human and half-merfolk.” 
 
    She waited for a response. 
 
    Delmara spoke first. “I’m not sure how I feel about that. What does that mean for us?” 
 
    Nereida gave her a warm, understanding smile. “It means that you probably don’t know the extent of your powers. Since you’re only half-merfolk, I don’t know either. Not only are merpeople capable of living underwater, we also possess certain magical skills, including control over water and weather.” 
 
    Dylan turned around to face Mrs. Crawford. “I can do that. You never explained why. You just told me to hide it, like I was some kind of freak.” He sounded angry. 
 
    With tears streaming down her face, Mrs. Crawford stood up and began pacing around the fire pit, sand flying out from beneath her feet. 
 
    Merrik asked the twins, “Would you like to try swimming underwater?” 
 
    They both said, “Yes.” Their eyes glittered with excitement. 
 
    Throwing red caps to Kai and me, Merrik walked off, yelling back over his shoulder, “Meet me at the black rock in a few minutes.” 
 
    Apple said that she’d stay on the beach and keep Mrs. Crawford company. 
 
    What we experienced that night in the ocean was nothing short of glorious. 
 
    When Kai and me and the twins first stepped into the water, we all shivered. Goose bumps broke out like a rash all over my arms and legs. That water was seriously cold. I told Delmara and Dylan that Merrik would warm the water for us; we just had to swim out to the rock where he was waiting. 
 
    Merrik was so thoughtful, he’d already warmed the water all around the black rock. Little by little, the chill left our bodies and we stopped shaking. 
 
    Nereida’s ghost passed through the water like quickly moving fog and then materialized on the large rock. 
 
    When Merrik said it was time to slip underwater to see what the twins were capable of, Kai and I put the red caps on. Merrik explained the caps to Delmara and Dylan. Then he said, “First, I want to see how capable both of you are in communicating underwater. That comes naturally to me and I’m able to create spells for other people to share the experience while they’re with me, but I want to see if you can do it on your own.” 
 
    Kai and I waited above the surface while Merrik ran the test on the twins. Nereida went below to observe. 
 
    About ten minutes later, they all broke through the surface. The test had been a resounding success. Delmara and Dylan were super-excited, splashing the water with their hands and shouting about how awesome that was. 
 
    As soon as Merrik felt it was time, we all dove beneath the water for more lessons and tests. 
 
    The ocean that night was surreal. Light filtered into the darkness from somewhere I couldn’t identify. I wasn’t sure if the source was the moon or something else in nature or if Merrik had cast a spell, but it made the ocean even more magical and mysterious than normal. 
 
    Brightly colored fish flitted through the columns of light. Whales sang in the distance, as though setting our movements to music. Bioluminescent fish swam up from deeper waters, watching us for a time, adding their own illumination like stage lights for the twins’ first act as merfolk. 
 
    Nereida spoke to her children about mer-magic. She tested them on telepathy and was amazed at how talented they were with that. 
 
    A dolphin swam into view and stopped to watch us. Something transpired between the dolphin and the twins that I couldn’t even begin to understand. The water vibrated with the beat of music, although at that point all was quiet. I heard nothing, but could feel the beat throughout my entire body and wondered if deaf people experienced music that way. Nereida said to her children, “That was impressive. Both of you are obviously gifted with telepathy. Not only do you have the telepathy of merpeople, but it seems to be enhanced by the kind of telepathy twins often have with each other. You can use this to be empathic not only with your own kind, but also with creatures who are different than you.” 
 
    Kai tapped me on the shoulder. “Empaths. They’re a special kind of empath.” 
 
    The next test was manipulation of weather and water. Delmara and Dylan were both capable of making the water colder and warmer. On the surface, they were capable of creating waves and churning the water. Although they weren’t able to make it rain, they were able to create wisps of fog. 
 
    Nereida was incredibly proud. She told the twins, “You have quite a few magical gifts. Your powers of telepathy are advanced. With training, you’ll be able to develop your other gifts. And you may have other traits that will only become apparent over time. Merpeople can live forever, often in a youthful state. We’re resistant to most diseases. Your lifespan may not be eternal because you’re half-human, but it’s quite possible that you’ll live an extraordinarily long life compared to humans.” 
 
    That went through my heart like a knife. It sounded like there would be no growing old together for Merrik and me. I would age into an old woman, while Merrik would remain a young man. That idea punched me in the stomach and tore my heart to shreds. 
 
    Next, Nereida decided to see if the twins could create lightning. That got my attention. The dilemma of aging could wait. I feared that Kai and I would be electrocuted—thus solving the problem of my growing old, although in a totally horrifying way. Nereida took a safe approach, however. She asked the twins to create lightning off in the distance. Neither of them could do it. Either they needed to learn how to do that or they simply didn’t have the ability. 
 
    To show how it’s done, Nereida lifted her arms in the air and lit the sky all along the horizon with flashes of light. Merrik added booming thunder. It was quite a show. 
 
    After that, Nereida asked the twins if they’d like to train with her and Merrik. Grinning from ear to ear, they both agreed. Nereida said, “I’m so glad your mother’s changed her mind about this. Your innate powers aren’t going to disappear. It’s important that you learn how to use them and how to control them.” She paused, as though debating whether to say something else. She finally did. “I’ve loved you both and thought about you often since the day you were born. I’m so glad that I get to play some small part in your lives.” 
 
    Delmara said, “Are you kidding? This will be more than a small part. I’m so thankful you want to do this. I feel less … weird … now. I actually feel pretty darn good about myself.” And with that, she twirled her hand, creating wisps of fog that wrapped around her pointer finger like cotton candy around a paper cone. 
 
    Dylan grinned with delight. “That is so cool!” Turning to Nereida, he said, “Yeah. Thanks. I’ve had these weird powers that troubled me. I feel better about the future for the first time in forever.” 
 
    As Nereida beamed with happiness, silver light glowed all around her. I figured that must have been her aura. 
 
    She said, “How about we meet again at the rock where we met Merrik tonight this Saturday at 9:00 PM?” 
 
    Dylan said, “I can’t do it then. Saturday’s our busiest day at the restaurant. We’re open until 2:00 in the morning and I usually end up working at least an hour past closing.” 
 
    Delmara said, “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
    Nereida said, “How would you feel about getting a job more conducive to your training?” Looking at me and Kai, she said, “Maybe something at Ocean View College?” 
 
    Before Kai or I had a chance to say anything, Dylan said in an angry tone, “We’ve tried. They don’t want us there.” 
 
    Nereida said, “Yes, but that was before you were identified as having magical abilities.” 
 
    I said, “I’m so new at the college, I have no idea how you go about getting a job there; but I’m happy to ask around, see what I can find out.” 
 
    Nereida said, “Good. Thank you.” To the twins, she said, “What day would be good for you to meet up at the rock again?” 
 
    As the twins looked at each other, they seemed to communicate via facial expressions or twin telepathy. Dylan said, “We’re off from work on Sunday nights and every Monday. How about Sunday night, maybe 9:00 PM like you suggested?” 
 
    Nereida agreed, then disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    We swam with Merrik over to the black rock. I lingered behind while the others swam back to the beach. 
 
    Sweeping me up in his arms, Merrik kissed me. It was the most romantic kiss ever. The setting was perfect: under the moonlight, the ocean breeze caressing our bare skin, the sound of ocean waves crashing onto land off in the distance. Merrik’s lips were soft, his chest solid against mine, one arm holding me, the other on the back of my neck. I never wanted to leave that moment. 
 
    Becoming aware of Apple’s voice, I was suddenly pulled out of that perfect moment. “Shaaaaade! Hey, Shaaaaade! Let’s gooooo!” 
 
    Ending the kiss, Merrik looked deeply into my eyes. “I guess you should go.” 
 
    I kissed him one more time, then left for the shore. 
 
    By the time I walked out on the beach, Mrs. Crawford and the twins had left. 
 
    No longer in the water and warmed by magic, I started shivering uncontrollably. I dried myself off as best I could, put my clothes on over my bathing suit, and my terry cloth jacket on over that. I decided to put on the socks and sneakers I’d worn to the beach and save the flip-flops for a warmer time. 
 
    After I’d gotten dressed, Apple, Kai and I headed back to the dorm. 
 
    I asked Apple what she and Mrs. Crawford had talked about. 
 
    Apple said, “It worked out really great that we had time alone like that. It was total serendipity that we were alone for such a long time, basically ex-selkie to ex-selkie. I asked her if she missed being a selkie, if she missed being able to swim under the ocean with her selkie family and friends. I ended up crying, telling her I missed it horribly. I told her about how I lost my seal body, that it was a terrible violation that robbed me of my previous life. I showed her my tattoos and explained what they meant. She started crying at that point. She ended up confiding something that’s important. She agreed with me that the selkie life is wonderful, but her parents and brother were swept up in nets and killed by Inuits hunting seals in Greenland. It wasn’t because of her human husband that she renounced her selkie life. She felt she could have lived as a human, but gone down to the sea to swim as a selkie from time to time. However, after losing her selkie family and especially after how horrifically they died, she vowed to never swim as a seal again. The main reason: she’d already adopted Delmara and Dylan. They’d already lost their biological mother and she didn’t want them to lose her, too. She was the only mother they’d never known and she knew how painful it was to lose her parents.” 
 
    Kai asked Apple if the way her parents died was the reason that Mrs. Crawford had tried to keep the twins from knowing about their merfolk nature. 
 
    Apple said, “Yes. She’s struggled with that for years, ever since they began to show magical ability. They already had gills and webbed toes that she feels she failed to explain to them in any way that didn’t make them feel like freaks. But their magical abilities scared her. She tried to get them to stop using them. Then she tried telling them to at least hide their magical powers from humans for their own safety. Finally, in the past year or so, she realized it would probably be better for them to learn how to use their abilities, so they don’t end up injuring themselves or someone else by accident. She told me about an incident at a pool party where Delmara got angry. She wasn’t trying to use magic, but she ended up creating waves in the pool that almost drowned the girl she was angry at. No one could blame Delmara, of course, because no human can do that kind of thing. The parents who owned the pool called in their pool guy to check the filtration system, but Mrs. Crawford knew exactly what had happened as soon as she heard the story from a neighbor whose daughter had also been at the party. That incident has haunted her ever since.” 
 
    Apple stopped walking. Looking from Kai to me, she addressed both of us. “We came to an agreement. I told Mrs. Crawford about the intense, supervised training we get at Ocean View. She’s decided not only to let the twins train under Nereida and Merrik, she also wants them to get into Ocean View.” 
 
    Kai and I commented on how wonderful that is. 
 
    A look of serious concern came over Apple’s face. “No, it’s not, actually. I mean, it’s wonderful that Mrs. Crawford is interested in that. But it’s upsetting that her kids probably won’t get into Ocean View.” 
 
    Kai looked stunned. I know I certainly felt that way. Dylan and Delmara were seriously talented. Kai asked, “Why not?” 
 
    Apple said, “There’s serious prejudice against all of us who come from the ocean.” She rolled her eyes. “Fish people. That’s what they call us, right? It took a very long time for merpeople to get accepted into the school, but selkies are only barely tolerated. Probably because merpeople are seen as gorgeous, whereas selkies are considered ugly in their seal form. Merpeople still make up only a small part of the Ocean View community. Selkies make up an even smaller part. There are five houses at Ocean View: Faeries, Witches and Wizards, Ghost Whisperers, Empaths, Merpeople and Selkies. The Merpeople-Selkies house is the smallest and only includes around twenty-five selkies.” 
 
    I had no idea what she was talking about. “Houses? What do you mean?” 
 
    Apple looked at me with surprise. “You don’t know about that?” 
 
    I shook my head no. 
 
    Apple shuffled her feet in the sand, as though needing a moment to gather her thoughts. “Freshmen all live together in dorms, like we do now. All those who pass freshman year have to formally declare a major based on their magical abilities. The campus is divided up into sections for each major. Like the pure-blood faerie compound…” Again, she rolled her eyes. “Except most of the sections aren’t anywhere as nice as theirs. The worst, of course, is the section for Merpeople and Selkies. I’m going to seriously miss our dorm next year. Although right now because I’m fully human, I have to plead my case before a group of administrators to see if I’m even allowed to stay at Ocean View.” 
 
    Kai shouted in anger, “No! They can’t kick you out. They have to approve you. It isn’t your fault you lost your selkie body.” 
 
    I felt outraged. “The students who did that to you are the ones who ought to have to appear before the administrators. And, seriously, they should get kicked out of Ocean View. It would make it a better place.” 
 
    We vowed right then and there to fight for Apple to stay at Ocean View and for Delmara and Dylan to be admitted. 
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 24 
 
    That night with Nereida, Merrik, Apple, Kai, Mrs. Crawford and the twins changed my life forever. 
 
    I realized that must be what college does for a person, actually what any life-altering experience does: it makes you leap forward in adulthood in ways that allow you to gain a firmer grasp on who you are and what you’re meant to do in life. 
 
    Nereida was the first ghost to have asked for my help not to resolve an issue preventing them from moving on into the afterlife, but in order to assist her in helping people she’d be sticking around to guide at this point in their lives, similar to a guardian angel. 
 
    I finally realized what my calling in life was all about. It wasn’t jumping to respond every time I heard crying ghosts. It was to help people, the living as well as those who had died but were still connected to them by unresolved issues. Up until now, I’d been immature and selfish. I hated the crying of the ghosts and the wailing of banshees. Those are head-splitting, high-pitched cries and resonant wails that go right through you. Or at least right through me. Normal people don’t hear them at all. And I hadn’t met any other ghost whisperers yet, so I hadn’t had a chance to compare my experience with others. That would change next year when I got to live in a section of campus devoted entirely to ghost whisperers. I started to feel excited about what I’d learn and what I might accomplish. 
 
    For the rest of my freshman year, I mostly buckled down and studied. I learned how to deal with banshees in my Ghost Whispering Banshees class, how to get better at ghost whispering in part two of Honing Ghost Whispering Skills through Virtual Reality class, and how to be much better at dealing with the living in the class on Interacting with Bereaved Family Members. I discovered that Calculus could actually be fun if you looked at it as solving complicated puzzles. And Fencing was more like recreation than school. I seriously loved that class, finding myself fantasizing about being a swashbuckling pirate. Ahoy, Matey! 
 
    At one point, I found myself stocking up and drinking way too many bottles of Pure Spirits. I used that for times when I absolutely needed to concentrate on schoolwork. It was a lot easier when I didn’t have to tune out ghost cries and banshee wails. 
 
    Finally, around March, Apple told me that the college had guidance counselors students could go to for help with anything. I decided to ask about my problem with the ghosts and banshees when I needed to concentrate. I was really nervous and almost backed out of the appointment. I expected to get yelled at, to be told I was selfish. Instead, the sweet, understanding woman told me they had medication for that. She said, “You’re not expected to be available all the time, Shade. In your time at Ocean View, you’ll learn how to tune out the ghosts and banshees when you need to. You’re not expected to run and jump every time you’re contacted. You’ll burn out in no time flat and die of exhaustion.” 
 
    She referred me to a clinic on campus where a doctor gave me a prescription that could be filled at the campus pharmacy. 
 
    Let me tell you, that bottle of little blue pills saved my life and my grades. I passed my freshman year with flying colors: straight A’s in everything. And I got better at tuning out the cries from the other side, so that I took the pills less and less often. 
 
    Nereida and Merrik continued working with the twins. Apple checked up on their progress every couple of weeks. 
 
    One day, I found her sobbing in her room. I asked what was wrong. I figured something had gone terribly wrong with Mrs. Crawford and her decision to let the twins develop their skills. Apple picked up what looked like a folded sheet of leather. Sobbing once again, she managed to say, “Seal body.” Getting a grip on her emotions, she elaborated. “Mrs. Crawford gave me her seal body. She decided a long time ago she wants to remain human. There have been so many medical breakthroughs in recent years, selkie seal bodies can now be rewired for a different selkie.” Tears poured down Apple’s face. “I’m going to have this done next year. Shade, I get to be a selkie again!” 
 
    I gave her a huge hug. We hugged some more and danced around her room. I was so happy for Apple! A new seal body was a dream come true for her. 
 
    Before final exams, I went down to the ocean to see Merrik. I told him I was going back home to Roswell for the summer, but I could come back to see him every few weeks during the summer. 
 
    More cool and aloof than usual, he said, “My family’s migrating this summer. We’re like gypsies. We move around a lot.” 
 
    I felt shocked. I didn’t think I could live without him. Anxiety rushed through me, the result of years of abandonment by every man that had ever come into my mother’s life. This was my family pattern repeating itself once again. “Are you coming back in the fall?” 
 
    Merrik pulled me toward him. Wrapping his arms around me, he said, “I have no idea.” He kissed me, and I let myself get lost in his kiss as though it were a promise that he’d return. 
 
    That was the last time I saw him before it was time for me to head on home. 
 
    The day after final exams ended, our suite threw a party, just for ourselves. It was the last time we’d ever live together. We drank a little too much and cried as loudly as ghosts in trouble. We vowed to keep in touch and hang out together the following year. 
 
    The next day, Apple, Kai and I got together. We made plans for our sophomore year at Ocean View. We were going to change the political atmosphere at the college, to create more equality between the five houses. 
 
    Holding her seal body in one hand, letting it drape like a second skin from her head to her toes, and holding her other hand high in the air in a fist, she shouted, “Power to the fish people! May we be free on both land and sea!” 
 
    Kai and I raised our fists in the air. “Hurrah! Power to the fish people! Power to all the people!” 
 
    We had made a pact. I couldn’t wait for sophomore year. 
 
      
 
    **** 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    I hope you enjoyed this third book in the Shade series. When choosing books, people often make decisions based on the recommendations of others. If you enjoyed Shade and the Castle by the Sea and would consider leaving a review on Amazon or the site where you downloaded it, I would deeply appreciate it. 
 
    In the next book in the series, Shade and the Pure-Blood Faeries, Shade is a sophomore at Ocean View College. In this book, she fights for justice at her magical school where pure-blood faeries wield far too much power. Shade and the Pure-Blood Faeries (Shade Series Book 4) can be found here: 
 
    https://www.amazon.com/dp/B083FGNJYK 
 
    If you’d like to receive updates on my books and notifications about special sale prices, please sign up for my newsletter here: http://www.marilynpeake.com/newsletter.html 
 
    My website: http://www.marilynpeake.com 
 
    Amazon Author Page: 
 
    http://www.amazon.com/Marilyn-Peake/e/B00LZV77Q8/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1437976058&sr=1-2-ent 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Marilyn-Peake-Author-1649249058685297/ 
 
    Follow Marilyn Peake on Twitter: https://twitter.com/marilynpeake 
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