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A Beach Adventure
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Hollyanne Delilah Elizabeth Smith sat in her friend, Sandy Dunlolly’s, desk chair, swinging her legs back and forth idly. “There has to be a way to get your mom to let me go without calling my mom,” she said. 

“Why shouldn’t she call your mom? She let you go last time.” Sandy said. 

“I played a joke on Marianna last night and Mom got upset. Something about respecting boundaries and I needed to think things through before doing them, and blah, blah, blah. So, how are we going to do this?”

Sandy tossed her strawberry blond curls back from her freckled face, and did her best to frown, but she wanted Holly to go, too. “There is no way my mom will do that if we ask — What? What’s wrong?”

Holly’s face had gone pale, her body stiff with fear. Slowly, she lifted a finger and pointed at Sandy’s dresser. “Is that a...a...” She couldn’t say the word.

Sandy looked at the dresser and took note of a tiny, black, jumping spider. “Hold on, Holly. I’ll get it.”

“It’ll bite you and you’ll die a terrible, agonizing death!” Holly’s voice shook with horrified conviction. 

Sandy rolled her eyes. “It will not. It’s just a little jumper. He wouldn’t hurt anyone unless they hurt him first. Except maybe flies and bugs littler than him. That’s what they eat.” 

Slowly, with great care, Sandy picked up one of the paper cups they’d been using in an art project and approached the spider. “Look, he’s sitting on my book report. I’ll be able to get him outside easy.” 

Holly squeezed her eyes shut and covered her face with her hands.  She didn’t know why, but spiders creeped her out. Didn’t matter what kind. She peeked through her fingers as Sandy trapped the tiny predator under the cup, then picked up the report folder. 

“I’ll take him outside. You try to figure out how to get mom to let you come to the beach.”

As soon as the door closed behind her friend, Holly relaxed. Now that the spider was gone she could think. By the time Sandy returned, she had a plan. She explained it to Sandy as they crept through the house, determined not to be seen, and climbed into the Dunlolly family van.

“This is a terrible idea, Hollyanne. If my mom figures out we tricked her —” Sandy turned her freckled face away. 

Hollyanne faced her from the way back — the cargo portion of Mrs. Dunlolly’s minivan — already packed for the family’s trip to the beach. She tucked a stray, blond curl behind her ear. “She won’t. I’ll tell her we were talking, and we fell asleep in the car. All you have to do is pretend to be asleep when they come out.” 

Sandy did not look convinced, so Hollyanne gave it another shot.

“Come on! Think about the fun we’ll have. You don’t want to be stuck out there with no one to pal around with except Ward, do you?” The mention of Sandy’s annoying older brother turned the tide, but Sandy gave Holly one last warning.

“My mom isn’t the only one we have to worry about. Yours is going to be so mad. She’ll probably ground you for the rest of your life.”

Hollyanne gave her friend a smug grin. “No, she won’t. She knows I’m over here.”

“But she doesn’t know we’re going to the beach,” Sandy pointed out.

Holly’s grin widened. “That’s the advantage of being the youngest. We get away with tons of stuff you middlers can’t even dream of.” 

Sandy rolled her eyes, but she didn’t argue further. Hollyanne’s plans had a way of working out, even when — maybe especially when — they shouldn’t. “One of these days, you’re going to be wrong, Holly, and then you’ll wish you hadn’t pushed your luck.”

The front door banged open and Hollyanne ducked behind the seat. Sandy sighed, but she closed her eyes and pretended to sleep. 

Melissa Dunlolly, Sandy’s mom, came down the front steps, two-year-old Bryce snuggled close in her arms. “Ward, did you get the cooler?” she asked her twelve-year-old son. She opened the car door and strapped the toddler into his car-seat. “Sandy, did Holly go home, or...” She shook her head. “Asleep already? Usually takes at least ten minutes after we leave for that to happen. At least she’ll be well rested for the beach. Ward? Is Sandy’s backpack in there?”

Ward checked, but the backpack was right on top, so he didn’t have to look far. Holly knew how to plan. She’d put it there before barricading herself behind the other supplies: two coolers, a beach blanket, towels, drinks and a ginormous beach umbrella. Mrs. Dunlolly said that being a red-head meant bringing your own shade or getting burned to a crisp. Since all three of her kids had hair as red as hers, it paid to be prepared. 

The front doors slammed closed, and the engine rumbled to life. Holly grinned to herself. Everything was going according to plan. 

Half an hour later, they turned into the sand-sprinkled parking lot at Selkie Point. A salt breeze cruised through the windows and the radio blasted Ward’s favorite songs. 

“I hope you know it was my turn to have radio control,” Sandy muttered with her eyes closed. 

“You’ll get it on the way home,” Holly whispered back. 

“It’s not the same,” Sandy said. The van rolled to a stop and Mrs. Dunlolly got out of the car. In half a breath, Holly was over the seat back and curled up next to Sandy, both girls pretending to blink and wake up as the side-door rolled open. 

Mrs. Dunlolly stared at them suspiciously. “Hollyanne Smith, what are you doing here?”

“Wha— Where are we?” Holly looked out the window, letting her eyes widen as she took in the white sand and rolling surf. “The beach? Oh, Mrs. Dunlolly, what a great surprise. Thank you so much!”

Mrs. Dunlolly’s eyebrows climbed into her bangs. “I didn’t do it on purpose, but you’re welcome. Don’t get too excited, though. I’ll need to call your mom to see if you can stay.” She moved away from the car, lifting her cell phone to her ear. 
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THE QUEEN’S PRIVATE audience chamber offered a quiet space to talk. In their seal forms, Merrigan and her mother lay on seaweed cushions grown in a comfy circle. Selkie can breathe underwater, but Nerie kept a few oxygen bubbles available in case a guest had lungs instead of gills. 

Merrigan trained her gaze on her clasped flippers. She couldn’t afford to have her mother see the look in her eyes. Nerie knew her far too well. If she saw the look on her face, she’d know Merrigan was plotting. As usual. 

“I know you are concerned for Tress, Merry, but you cannot go off half-shelled looking for her. Give her a few more days. I’m sure she’ll be home soon.” Merrigan’s cousin, Tress, had undertaken the land walk — a custom for all Selkie preparing to turn ten. Most only stayed a month. Tress had been gone almost two. 

“Tress promised she would be back to help me prepare for my coronation. She’s never broken her word to me before, Mother. Something is wrong.” 

“But tonight is the full moon, and your coronation is still a month away. She isn’t even late. Not really.” Queen Nerie put a comforting flipper on Merrigan’s shoulder. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”

Merrigan forced herself to nod and swam from the room before she had to meet her mother’s eyes. She got back to her room and found Emily, her best friend and favorite seahorse, floating above the round cushion that served Merrigan as a bed. 

Emily was beautiful, with a delicate gold coronet and matching fins on a pale bronze body. She was also perceptive. 

“What is wrong?” 

Merrigan said nothing, just flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. 

“Oh dear. She said no, didn’t she?” Emily swam over. 

“She says Tress isn’t even late. But she is, Em. She didn’t plan to stay away this long.”

“But tonight is the full moon.” Emily floated closer, settling next to Merrigan on the bed. “I’m sure she’ll be back tonight.”

“I hope so. But what if she isn’t? If I just sit and wait, it will be another month before I can go on land, and Mother would never let me go that close to my coronation.”

“Too bad you don’t have an amulet that lets you change whenever you want, like the queen’s,” Emily said. 

“I’ll get mine at my coronation, but for now...” She flopped over and lay nose to nose with her friend. “I have to go, and it has to be tonight. Will you help me?”

Emily rubbed gently against her friend’s fur. “Of course. Land or sea, I’m with you always.”

Merrigan smiled. “I’d never make you go on land, Em. But thanks.” Unlike Merrigan, Emily could not breathe on land. She’d have to be toted around in an aquarium, a device she viewed as a prison. “But, after I’m away, you can take a message to Mother. Tell her I’m sorry, but I know Tress is in trouble and I have to find her. I promise I’ll be back in time for my coronation.”

Emily shivered. “You’d better be. I, for one, do not want Sewell Hurley to take your place.”

“Neither do I.” Grimacing, Merrigan nodded. “Such a stupid law.” She stiffened and put her flippers together like someone giving a speech. ‘The heir apparent must be invested on the first full moon after her tenth birthday. If the heir cannot attend this ceremony, the next in line to the throne must take their place.’ I don’t see why Mother doesn’t change it.”

“You know she can’t. She can propose the change, but the Oceanic Council has to approve it. And you know they won’t. Bunch of old sea swells.”

Merrigan giggled. Slinging a small bag around her body, she swam to the entrance — a seaweed covered, round opening into the hall outside. 

“Wait,” Emily said. “Let me check.” She swam through the seaweed curtain, made sure the corridor was empty, and came back. “All clear. I’ll come with you as far as the shore, then I’ll come back and let the Queen know.”

“Not too soon. I’ll need to put on clothes.” She grimaced. “And then wait for morning to leave the cave. The humans will think I’m a lost child or something. They don’t let kids wander around alone at night.”

Emily flexed in agreement.

The pair swam through the coral castle. They were careful to avoid being seen. The palace guards would not only stop them from leaving, they’d tell the queen. 

Twenty minutes later, they slipped through a hidden gate in the coral wall surrounding the palace and were on their way. Neither noticed the leafy seadragon foraging for mysid shrimp in the seagrass. When he was still, he looked more like seaweed than a dragon. 

“Hmmm,” Turpin muttered to himself. “Now, where would the princess be going all by her lonesome? Hmm?” He froze as Merrigan glanced over her shoulder, but she didn’t see him, and was swiftly out of sight. “I’ll bet Hurley would be interested to know about the princess going on an adventure just a month from her investiture.” 

Turpin turned and made his slow and steady way into the castle.​
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Escape
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For a second, Holly held her breath. Maybe it would be OK. Maybe Mom would say since they were already here, she could stay. 

One look at Mrs. Dunlolly’s face told her it was a vain hope. Holly let her breath out and sprinted down the beach.

“Hollyanne Smith!! Come back here!” Mrs. Dunlolly shouted, but Holly didn’t even look back. If she was going to be in trouble, she’d at least get a day at the beach out of it. 

The cliffs rose ahead of her, tall and chalky against the brilliant sky. Where could she hide? A vague memory popped into her head. Marianna had mentioned a cave she’d found during her mermaid adventure. It had a wrecked pirate ship and everything. She could hide in there if she could only find it.

The beach curved as she pounded through the shallow surf, out of the sun, into the shade of the cliffs. There it was, just ahead and almost hidden by the rocks. A cave entrance she’d have missed if she hadn’t known it was there. Shouts behind her urged her to pour on the speed, and she ducked inside. 

A stream flowed out of the entrance into the ocean, leaving a wide swath of sandy floor on each side. Holly crept swiftly along the sand path, keeping one hand on the dark rock at her right. The cave walls rose cool and damp around her. The air smelled of salt, seaweed and old wood. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she found the source of the last scent. 

A huge wooden ship lay on its side, the mast broken, holes gaping in its sides, held in place by three massive boulders. 

To Holly’s surprise, a girl sat on one of the rocks, her pale arms wrapped tight around the knees she’d pulled close to her chest. Her long, dark hair hung in wavy tendrils to her waist. She was tall, but didn’t look much older than Holly’s ten years. Deep brown eyes stared at Holly as she staggered into the cave. 

“If they come in here, you haven’t seen me, OK?”

The girl continued staring as Holly ducked through a hole in the ship, crouching in the dark interior as she waited for Mrs. Dunlolly to show up. 

Finally, the stranger spoke. “Who are you running from?”

“Mrs. Dunlolly. She’s going to make me go home, I know it.”

“Why don’t you want to go home? Are they mean to you there?”

Holly laughed. “No. But I came to the beach to play. If Mrs. Dunlolly catches me, I’ll have to go home before I get the chance to build a sandcastle, let alone go swimming.”

Holly went on to explain the whole caper — talking Sandy into it, hiding in the way back, through her discovery by Sandy’s mom. “Then she called my mom, and I saw right away that things weren’t going my way. So I ran.”

“But you want to go home eventually?” the girl asked. 

“Sure, but not until I get to hang out for a while. I mean, I know I’m in for it when I get home, so I might as well get what I came for first.” 

The girl smiled. “Sounds reasonable. My name is Merrigan. What’s yours?”​
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The Plan
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“I’m Hollyanne Delilah Elizabeth Smith. But you can call me Holly.” 

“Thanks!” Merrigan smiled. “I think I have a way for you to escape, and to have even more fun than you thought you would.”

Holly remembered the recent adventures of her sisters and cousin. Marriana’s was close to what was happening now, and she’d come out all right. But Angelina had trusted a wizard, and so had Anthony. They’d both ended up OK, but they’d had to go through a lot because of that trust. 

This girl didn’t look like a wizard. But she didn’t look altogether human, either. She was way too pretty, for one thing. And her eyes were brown, but they almost glowed. “Are you a wizard?” Holly asked, suspicion darkening her tone.

Merrigan laughed out loud. “A wizard? You mean like Hubert or Graciella? Not even close. See, they can do magic, but I am magic.” 

Holly tilted her head curiously to one side. “What do you mean?”

“I’m a selkie.” Standing, she picked up a thick fur pelt, the same brown as her hair, and gleaming with salt water. “I can make you one temporarily, and you’ll be able to swim away until you are ready to come back.”

Holly’s eyes sparkled. She’d never heard of selkies tricking anyone. “That sounds great! What do I have to do?”
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