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Fingerprints In The Water

Content Note

Content Note: This novel explores real-world environmental issues through the lens of teen-led activism and dragon-human bonds. While appropriate for a YA audience (ages 12+), readers should be aware that the story includes:


	
Themes of ecological destruction, including ocean pollution, wildlife harm, and toxic waste


	
Instances of environmental injustice, corporate negligence, and community displacement


	
Scenes depicting near-drowning, physical collapse, and emotional distress


	
References to colonial history and intergenerational trauma through Indigenous and multicultural characters


	
Moments of grief, fear, and resilience in the face of overwhelming environmental crises




This book aims to empower young readers while remaining honest about the challenges we face in protecting our planet. It emphasizes hope, collaboration, and the strength of youth-led change.
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Chapter 1
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Uranus was drained, physically and mentally.  The Tear of the Dragon, held so delicately within the coils of his tail, was still smoky grey.  Others would not have seen the last flicker of life deep in the heart of the crystal, but Uranus could.  He could feel it more than see it.  There was something left of Nessie in there, hanging on.  She was not giving up, and if Nessie wasn’t giving up, neither was he.

The other dragons listened to Uranus, as he willed life back into the Tear of the Dragon.  He had truly loved Nessie, and since returning to Earth, Uranus had gone through a gamut of emotions from hatred to anger, to loss, and was now grasping at holding onto hope.  The other dragons knew that if the last flicker of life left the tear of the dragon, the ties that bound Uranus to his promise to Nessie would be broken, and the people of Earth would pay.  Humans had led to the separation of Uranus and Nessie before, and it was only Nessie that had prevented him from destroying all of their kind. If their acts took her completely away from him, there would be no holding back his anger. Their existence would be revealed as Uranus rained down terror on any man or machine that crossed his path, and Uranus would go looking for more.

Jupiter communed with the animals in Algonquin Park.  This was her refuge on Earth.  She had been the first to find her people.  Jacob and Hannah made her whole on this planet, and they championed the cause of the dragons, but while she wanted to share with them through the crystals, she needed to keep them sheltered from the sounds of Uranus.  To do this, she had to remain disconnected from her people, because both Jacob and Hannah were able to read her intimately.

Mars slept, exhausted from the energy he had expended in creating the fire tornado. His body was now buried under the sands of the Chukchi Sea.  He listened to the voices of the dragons, and like the others, worried that his efforts were in vain if the life drained from the Tear of the Dragon. Kyle, Mars’ person, would reach out often, genuinely concerned for Mars.  Occasionally, Mars would wake enough to let Kyle know he was well before closing his mind again and returning to rest.

Saturn did not rest. Her search for her person, Zara, had taken her to the Nakivale settlement in southwestern Uganda, where remaining hidden was a constant challenge. Saturn had tracked Zara from South Sudan, where she had left after her father had disappeared. She had left in the night with her mother and two younger siblings after her mother had heard rumors of militants about to raid their village to “recruit” more fighters. 

Their path had taken them off the paths they knew, through familiar territory now turned treacherous.  Saturn followed their path for three days, sensing their fear in each hurried footprint pressed into soft earth and each snapped branch where they fled off known trails as they avoided main roads,  sleeping in abandoned buildings under the stars. She could sense where Zara and her family had dove into the bush to hide. Saturn used many of the same hiding spots as vehicles approached.  

Circling the Nakivale settlement, Saturn knew that while they may have found shelter and food, it was not a safe place for a young woman of Zara’s age. During the nights, sounds echoed endlessly. Muffled sobbing from tents, whispers exchanged anxiously between families, and the distant hum of generators could be heard even without the sensitive hearing of a dragon. During the days, the air was thick with smoke from cooking fires, mingled with the sour scent of unwashed bodies and refuse. Saturn’s scales brushed against dry grass and dusty soil as she cautiously circled the settlement, every rustle and noise tightening her muscles in readiness to flee or hide. Her person was so close, yet untouchable within the massive camp of more than 100,000 refugees, so Saturn kept moving, sleeplessly vigilant under the cold, indifferent stars.

Pluto basked in the Southern lights, letting the waves of the aurora wash over her.  This had become a ritual for him since he was on Earth.  Unlike the others, there were few people or eyes on the sky that would see him each time he emerged from the ice.  The aurora amplified the voice of the dragons, and Pluto could feel Uranus’ quiet prayers, as much as he could hear them.  Pluto had called out to Uranus to join her, but Uranus did not heed the call.

Mercury boldly ventured from her resting place on the floor of the ocean in the Bermuda Triangle, to visit her person in Northern Ontario, quite often.  The others had cautioned Mercury about the risk, but Mercury was unconcerned.  He knew how fast he was, and any near enough to see his passing would only feel the breeze of movement, their eyes never catching the source of the breeze.  He felt an inexorable pull to Anne, a young girl who others only saw as a person unable to communicate with others. To Mercury, Anne had a brilliant mind, and the conversations the two of them had were intelligent and stimulating with a child-like innocence that gave Mercury hope.  

Neptune watched from his perch high in the Himalayas, where he had been watching for months as people challenged the mountains, and in particular the mountain they called Everest. He didn’t understand the motivation of people to conquer something just because it was there.  He understood even less why they ignored the destruction they were causing as they fed their egos.  In their pursuit of personal glory, they left their waste behind, and all too often, their dead.

There were some among those he observed who were there not because of their egos, but because of a connection to Mother Earth and a need to commune with her and understand her, so they could understand themselves.  Long before the dragons had left the earth, they communed with people.  That is where Neptune learned the Buddhist concept of “kusala” which describes actions done with pure intention and wisdom, free from ego.  Neptune had never seen any man act free from ego, but some were close, and among the hundreds of climbers and the people that supported them were those acting with kusala.  One of these was a boy whose family earned their living supporting climbing teams, and whose father guided people up the mountain.  This boy was Neptune’s person, though the boy did not know it yet.

After taking some time to recharge with Pluto, Venus decided to explore the world she was trying to save.  This day found her in Brazil in a paleotoca, the ancient cave of a giant ground sloth.  As she entered the almost hidden tunnel, despite being as wide as it was, in the red Brazilian soil, Venus could smell the ground sloth still, though they had been gone for thousands of years. Ancient claw marks scored the ceiling in long parallel grooves, a testament to the massive ground sloths that excavated this labyrinth thousands of years ago. As she descended the gentle slope, Venus could see and feel the pressed and smoothed soil, evidence of the giant mammals moving through the tunnel over centuries.  Since that time, the wall had hardened to an almost ceramic-like consistency.

When Venus stepped out of the narrow (to her) tunnel into the first chamber, she stretched a little.  The floor was covered in a fine, powdery sediment that had filtered down through tiny fissures in the ceiling.  Secondary tunnels branched off at regular intervals, most too small for Venus to enter, so she continued down the main tunnel that spiraled deeper into the earth, punctuated by more chambers of varying sizes.  Some of the chambers showed evidence of different construction phases, where generations of animals had made the caves their own home long after the last giant sloth had left.

At the bottom of the system, the largest of the chambers spread out. The floor in this chamber was noticeably different, compacted to an almost stone-like hardness by countless massive bodies that had once rested there. Small alcoves ringed the chamber, each sized perfectly for a giant ground sloth to back into, letting them keep their defensive claws oriented towards the chamber’s center. This is where Venus stopped to rest and commune with the current occupants of the chamber, the bats and spiders, and insects. Among these creatures were tiny spiders, as big as a grain of rice is wide. Paleotoca Diminas, the humans were calling them, after only recently discovering the pale, blind, spiny creatures.  There were more creatures down here that man had yet to discover, but man thought they knew everything.

While the dragons watched and explored and rested, the dragon-bound continued on their own paths. Jacob, Hannah, Kyle, and Anne all felt what their dragons were experiencing, and heard their thoughts, at least those the dragons chose to share. While those connections influenced them, their lives continued as the world moved around them. Teenagers and kids, lost in an ocean of humanity, trying to find their place in the world.

Anne sat in her living room watching television with her family, sketchbook in hand as usual.  She had been making extensive use of the color pencils Jacob had given her on his last visit, and the sketch she was working on showed skills well beyond her age. Aggressive circular strokes that left small flecks of paper showing through had transformed into dark indigo and slate gray clouds roiling against each other. Below the darker clouds were subtle layers of dark chartreuse, capturing the peculiar yellow-green light that precedes severe storms. The ocean itself was deepening layers of Prussian and cerulean blues, with whites worked in for the foam caps. The waves showed sophisticated dimensionality, each one carefully constructed through burnished layers of colored pencil, darker at the troughs and lighter at the crests. She used the white paper strategically, letting it show through in places to create highlights on the water’s surface, and pressing so with the pencils in some areas that the paper had a waxy, almost metallic sheen.

This wasn’t the first ocean scene Anne had drawn, which may not seem unusual, but Anne had never seen or been near a real ocean. Despite that, many of her sketches in recent days were dramatic ocean scenes, striking in their sense of movement.  After her fire images, Anne’s parents knew that her drawings were not just the works of a savant, but a warning.  Jane, Anne’s mother, shared Anne's drawings with Jacob and Hannah, emailing them pictures, hoping Jacob and Hannah could tell them what was coming next.

Kyle sat in his great-aunt’s kitchen.  This was his first visit to her home since meeting her. The house smelled of sage and cedar, so different from the artificial pine cleaners in his house.  He sat at a wooden table, his fingers tracing the grain of wood while his aunt moved around the kitchen, her silver-streaked braids swaying as she prepared tea. He tried not to stare at her profile. She had the same strong nose and determined chin as in the photograph of his father he had seen.

“Your father,” said his great-aunt, setting down two mugs of deep amber teas, “he used to drive me crazy, always tapping rhythms on every surface. Table, walls, trees. Everything was a drum to him.” Her voice was warm with memory.

Kyle stilled his fingers, suddenly aware he’d been doing the same thing.  His great-aunt sat down across from him, her movements unhurried.

“Your grandfather’s spirit is strong in you, nephew. The way you move your hands. The way you talk to the spirits through that stone.”

“Not spirits,” said Kyle, hesitating for a moment, considering his next words. “Not spirits. Dragons.”

“That is what your grandfather used to say.” His great-aunt reached across the table and squeezed his hand. “Drink your tea. It’s raspberry leaf. Your father and I used to pick it with our mother every fall. And I have stories to tell you about a young man who would talk to the birds and the bears...and dragons.”

Jacob sat at his easel, his phone in his hand, looking at the pictures Jane had emailed.  His first reaction was to be impressed.  Anne’s skills as an artist were well on their way to surpassing his own.  In the short time since he had met her on the shores of the lake in Algonquin Park, she had developed skills that had taken him years to learn.  As he scrolled through the pictures, his admiration became concern.  Every sketch was the ocean, and there was no still water in any of the drawings.  Jacob didn’t know whether to describe Anne's foresight as pre-cognitive or visionary, or even if those were the right terms. Anne saw the world through different eyes than the rest of the world, and Jacob suspected her dragon did the same. He thought about walking over to see Hannah, to talk about the pictures, but he could feel her and he knew that she already knew what he was thinking.

Hannah sat in her bed, her hand clasped around the crystal she always wore around her neck. She could feel Jupiter’s presence, and it was reassuring.  She could also feel Jacob and the joy and concern he was feeling as he looked at the pictures of Anne’s most recent sketches that her parents had sent.  She could feel Kyle, a person she had never met in person, but she knew he was in a safe place, fighting almost overwhelming emotions of loss and confusion. She could sense Anne, and she knew that the young girl was standing at her window, talking to Mercury, her dragon.  But there were more now. Three of them.  She couldn’t sense them the way she did the others though. It was like they were standing on the other side of a glass wall, waiting to come in.  A girl, so far away.  A boy who exuded peace. And another boy, much clearer than the others. To Hannah, he looked Chinese, but where was he? Where were the others?

Kai Chen sat at the top of the grassy hill overlooking the harbor.  He had spent many hours in this exact spot watching the fishing boats come and go from the harbor below, much of that time spent wishing he were somewhere else.  This small Cape Breton town wasn’t exactly a hive of activity for a fifteen-year-old boy.  He often found himself wondering what it would be like to live in Halifax, or Toronto, or Vancouver...anywhere but where he was now.  At least in one of those big cities he would blend in.  That was almost impossible here.

Having their children grow up in this small fishing community had not been the plan for Kai’s parents when they immigrated to Canada from Hong Kong.  Kai’s father had been a doctor in Hong Kong, and his mother had a doctorate in marine biology.  They immigrated to Canada with great hopes of having a much better future, only to find that it would take years for his father to be licensed as a doctor in Canada, and his mother’s PhD meant nothing to the jobs she applied for.  To earn a living they had to fall back on what they knew, and that was fishing.  Both of them grew up in a fishing village outside of Hong Kong, where their families worked in the fishing industry.  That was where they first met. They fell in love during their university years.

Rather than spending years re-qualifying as a doctor in Canada, they drew on their fishing village background. They started small, moving to Cape Breton and working on fishing boats, gradually building up to owning a market/processing facility.  His mother’s biology knowledge proved crucial for quality control, and his father’s medical precision applied well to business management.  Kai worked summers helping process catch, a job that he hated, and in his free time, he volunteered at a marine mammal rescue center.  As vital as the processing plant was to the local community, he and his family were still outsiders.

Kai hoped this would be his last summer here.  If it was a good fishing season, and market prices held, his parents had agreed to let him go stay with his aunt in Vancouver and attend school there for his final year before university.  When he had first suggested this idea to his parents, he expected a lot of push-back, but his parents knew the value of a good education, and there were opportunities he would find in a bigger city that he would not find locally.  They also knew that fishing didn’t hold much of a future. They understood and respected the hard work and sometimes lives, given by fishermen and others, and they had strived to teach Kai that work ethic, but they wanted their son’s life to be easier.

Kai’s state of solitude as he watched the boats come and go was interrupted by the buzzing of his cell phone.  He reluctantly checked his text messages to find his mother was reminding him that he needed to be part of the shore clean-up that was happening that afternoon. He lifted himself from the ground and took a last look at the harbor before hopping on his bike and heading down to the shore.
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Chapter 2
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Uranus could feel it more than hear it. His person, calling to him.  

He ignored it at first, but as the call got stronger, something else happened.  That faint flicker of light in the heart of the Tear of the Dragon became brighter.  It wasn’t enough of a change to be noticed by any other, but it was noticed by Uranus, and it stirred something deep within him.  It was the last thread of hope, and that flicker of life in the Tear gave Uranus the motivation to reach out and grab that thread and pull it back.  

As Uranus gripped that hope, the other dragons felt it, and they too grasped onto it for all they were worth. It wasn’t just the dragons, though. Hannah, Jacob, Anne, and Kyle all felt that glimmer of hope, and they clung to it, and as they did, Uranus was reminded of the words of Nessie before he last left Earth. “Hope doesn’t grow on its own. It’s strengthened by those who cling to it, until it becomes so powerful that it no longer needs to be hope because it has become reality.”

As this memory of Nessie’s voice and words filled the thoughts of the dragons, the Tear of the Dragon grew brighter, the light filling the cavern. “Venus,” Uranus called out, the joy he felt carried in his call. “It is time for you to return.  I have work to do.”

Venus burst from the tunnels of the ancient ground sloths and took to the sky.  When she had left the Tear with Uranus, she was not sure she would ever see it again, fully expecting that if she did, she would find no life in it.  Uranus was the only one among them strong enough to hold on to the hope that the Tear contained, and though she left it in his care, none of the dragons were confident that Uranus had the will to do what was necessary.  They were wrong.

Kai knelt on the rocky sand of the Cape Breton beach, his gloved fingers wrapped around a half-buried plastic bottle, bleached almost white by sun and salt. He tugged it free, the motion sending up a small cloud of sand and the scent of seaweed. The bottle joined a growing pile at his feet. In that pile were nests of discarded fishing lines, broken buoys, and a cluster of battered plastic bags. The air was cool, tinged with salt, and the sea stretched out, blue and vast, as if it too were watching the group comb through the shoreline.

Around him, other volunteers scoured the beach, their garbage bags already filling. Beside Kai, an older volunteer whom he worked with at the marine mammal rescue center held up a tattered strip of netting and shook his head.

“This stuff? It’s brutal for the sea creatures,” he said, gesturing to the tangled, brittle net. “Fish get trapped in it, birds too. Even whales, if it drifts back out to sea.”

Kai nodded, his eyes flicking to the horizon where he imagined sea turtles and seals, creatures that could mistake the garbage for food or shelter. He thought about the animals he had seen at the rescue, and a documentary he'd seen in school that showed images of young turtles caught in plastic rings, and fish with bellies full of microplastics. It hadn’t seemed real back then, something from faraway places. Now, looking around, the extent of the trash felt overwhelming.

“Look what I found.” Another volunteer, a girl about Kai's age, held up a fistful of plastic straws and bottle caps, many covered in slime and bits of shell. “This stuff could choke anything that tries to eat it. I heard seabirds eat these, thinking they’re fish eggs.”

Kai took one of the bottle caps, flipping it over in his palm. It looked harmless, small and ordinary. But he knew better now; just a few of these could fill a bird's stomach with nothing but waste.

Working methodically, he began picking up cigarette butts littered around a patch of dried kelp, frowning at how many were scattered over such a small area. He’d heard these contained toxic chemicals that could leach into the sand and water, poisoning tiny creatures and disrupting the delicate marine ecosystem.

Further down the beach, a volunteer pulled up a long, frayed fishing rope tangled in seaweed. It was heavy, encrusted with barnacles and sand, and it took two people to wrestle it loose. “Ghost gear,” the volunteer said, exhaling as they added it to a pile. “This stuff just floats out there, catching anything in its path. Fish, dolphins, even sharks.”

Kai shuddered at the thought. He glanced back at his own pile, now a jumbled mound of plastic scraps, cans, fishing gear, and even an old shoe. Some items had been so deeply buried it was clear they’d been there for years, hidden and breaking down into microplastics that would never truly disappear. With every item he pulled free, he thought about the creatures out there whose lives were constantly at risk from this debris.

As he straightened up to stretch his back, he caught sight of a small, transparent bag snagged on a rock near the waterline. It looked like a jellyfish as it waved gently in the water, and he could imagine a sea turtle mistaking it for food. Quickly, he jogged down and plucked it up, feeling a swell of relief as he stashed it safely in his trash bag.

As the sun set, several of the volunteers sat around a bonfire on the beach talking about what they had found, sharing food, and it didn’t take long for a few instruments to come out and the music to start. Kai had heard workers at the fish plant talk about ceilidhs all the time. Random kitchen parties that broke out in storytelling, music, and even dancing.  He had never been part of one, but he imagined this must be what it was like. He sat on a piece of driftwood near the fire, listening, watching the embers pop off the fire and float on the cool breeze of the ocean as their glow faded. 

As the fire crackled, the voices around him blurred into the background noise of the waves sweeping up onto the shore, highlighted by the sharp clap as the water struck a nearby rocky outcropping. The sandpipers' high-pitched chatter was punctuated occasionally with the plaintive cry of a seagull, all to the background sound of the clang of the buoy bell out in the distance, its bright color reflecting the shine of the lighthouse light that swept across it every few minutes.  Something triggered in him as he stared off into the distance, seeing everything and nothing at the same time. A loud pop from the fire caught his attention, and he watched one particularly bright ember drift towards him, refusing to go out as it floated, then fell as though it had a purpose, landing at Kai’s feet. As it hit the ground, Kai noticed an unusual reflection below it.

Kai reached down and picked up a shard of something from the sand. It felt strangely warm to his touch, and he could not tell what it was in the dim light of the fire. He turned it over in his hands, seeing shades of many colors, while he listened to the others talk about everything they found on the shore that day.

“What did you find, Kai?”

Kai looked up, a little uncomfortable to see everyone’s attention on him.  He thought for a moment, then realized he was among people who probably thought like he did or they wouldn’t have been at the shore clean-up. “Too much. But I also think I found what I want to do. I want to go to school and find a way to stop this. Not just clean it up but stop it before it happens.  I didn’t know that before now.”

“That is a marvelous goal,” said Rob, the director of the marine mammal rescue center. “I think that is perfect for you!”

The others around the fire joined in agreement, and then more music broke out.  Kai realized it was getting late, and while they all joined the song, he took the opportunity to slip away and head home.  His mother was waiting with some warm food which Kai eagerly sat down to.  He reached into his pocket and handed his mother the shard he found by the fire. “Do you know what this is?”

Kai’s mother took the shard and held it under the light. “This is beautiful,” she said quietly, admiring the deep purple hues.  “See these shades of purple, with these dark purple bands?” Kai looked closer as his mother pointed out the lines. “That tells me this shell comes from a very old shellfish.”

She held the shard close to her face, admiring how the bands of dark purple blended into smoky gray and nearly black tones. She adjusted her glasses to get a better look, and she could see concentric lines and faint ripples running through the nature polished shell. They were numerous and tightly packed, reflecting slow growth over many years. The shard felt dense for its size in her hands. Under the light, the natural patina appeared to give off a soft glow and had a subtle iridescence.

“I think what you have is a piece of the shell of a quahog,” she said, setting it down on the table near her son. “One that was very old. And that piece itself has spent many years being shaped and polished by the oceans.”

“Why is it warm?” asked Kai.

His mother put her hand on it, but she couldn’t feel any warmth. “Your hand must have been cold.”

Kai reached out and touched the shard. It still felt warm to him.

“The daughter of one of the women at the plant makes things out of pieces of shell like that. She is Mi’kmaw, and it means something special to them. A connection to the sea, I think.  I can ask her to do something with it for you.”

Kai picked the shard up, feeling its warmth, and thinking for a minute before handing it to his mother. “Thanks, Mom.  But something manly, please.”

Kai’s mother laughed gently. “Of course.”

Mei sat down and had tea while her son ate and told her about his day.  She looked at the list he had written down of everything he found on the shore, which was typical for Kai. He liked to document everything. As she looked at the list she shook her head.  She was more surprised that they hadn’t found more than they had, though the regular clean-ups were obviously helping. Her attention was pulled from the list when Kai asked a question.

“What does a person study to get a job that could stop all this garbage from going in the ocean, or find ways to clean it up?”

Mei thought for a moment.  “I don’t know.”

Kai looked at his mother with an exaggerated look of shock. “Wait till Dad hears you said those three words.”

“It’s not recorded, so it never happened,” replied his mother. “But finish your food, and let’s see if we can figure out what you would study.  I am guessing you are thinking about university.”

Kai nodded. Mei smiled. She and Kai’s father had been encouraging Kai to pick a path for his future, but tried to let him find his own way.  He was a smart boy, and she expected he could get into any program he wanted. She thought, given his work with the rescue, that he might study biology, but this was the first time he had actually said he knew what he wanted to do. She was going to do everything she could to help him.

The two of them sat up late into the evening, researching careers and courses.  They found several in different fields, from environmental science and research to engineering, conservation, and even business and innovation.  Kai was so involved in the process that he didn’t even notice his father had come home and was watching them from the kitchen door. 

“Can I do both of these?” Kai asked, pointing at the laptop screen.

“Marine biology and environmental engineer? Lot’s of work, but you can do it.”  Mei tried to not sound too excited.  She wanted Kai to be confident that it was his choice.

“That’s what I am going to do then,” said Kai confidently.

“Not a doctor?” Kai heard his father shout from the kitchen.

“Not a doctor,” his mother replied. “A biologist!”

Kai closed the laptop and shook his head as his father joined them. “Good choice.  You will have our full support as long as you put in your full effort, like you always do.”

Kai’s father was a man of few words.  For some, these words would have been what was expected. Kai though, recognized the words as the high praise they were coming from his father.
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“Are you Kai?”

Kai looked up. He hadn’t noticed a young woman approach him, his attention on the boats returning to the harbor.

“Sorry to disturb you. Your mother said I would probably find you here. I am Amy. Your mother asked if I could make something with that shell you found.”

The mention of the shard of quahog shell got Kai’s full attention. It had been a couple of weeks since he gave it to his mother, but it was constantly on his mind.

“Can I sit with you?”

“Yeah, of course,” replied Kai awkwardly. “I have seen you before. At school, I think.”

“I am a year ahead of you, but we probably crossed paths in the halls a million times. This is a beautiful spot.”

“You can see everything from here. All the boats come and go. Ships on the horizon. All the life on the shores. On a calm day, you can sometimes see whales breach the surface,” said Kai as a seagull called overhead. “Look down at the dock. See those men arguing. That boat captain does the same thing every time he returns. He is never happy when he gets back.”

“My family knows him,” said Amy. “He is just never happy.  He was different a few years ago, but his son died and his wife left him, and Dad says he got lost in a bottle.”

Kai felt a tinge of guilt. He had been judging the man’s behavior from his perch on the hill, “I didn’t know that.  I should probably be less judgmental.”

“No, you weren’t wrong. You were working with what you see, but sometimes it's what you don’t see that tells the story.”

Kai looked at Amy thoughtfully. She wasn’t wrong.

“Look at the end of the dock. What do you see?” asked Kai.

Amy watched the people at the end of the dock for a while.  She recognized the boat, which was one of the oldest in the harbour. She also recognized the boat's captain, who was also one of the oldest in the harbor. Everyone knew him as Ernest and as a bit of a recluse and hermit who lived in a shanty that looked like a good wind might blow it over.

“A mother who has brought her children along to buy some fresh fish?”

“Close,” said Kai. “That’s Mrs. James. Her husband got cancer real bad and hasn’t worked in a long time. She doesn’t work cause she stays home to take care of him. Her son is in my class.”

“That’s sad,” said Amy.

“Yeah. They don’t have much, but Ernest there gives them some of his catch every day. He doesn’t charge them.  When he leaves his boat, he actually drops some of his catch off to a few homes. Never charges them a dime.”

“Really! You see a lot, don’t you?”

“I am kind of an odd person out around here, so I don’t talk a lot, but I see everything,” Kai replied, a note of sadness in his voice.

“I can relate, I think,” said Amy as she reached into her pocket and pulled out an amulet.

Kai was shocked as he looked at the piece she had in her hand.  He recognized it as his shard of shell, even though it no longer looked like it had when he found it. He knew what it was though, because he could feel it.

“May I?” asked Kai.

Amy handed him the pendant, and Kai felt its warmth as soon as it touched his hand. The warmth felt welcoming and seemed to touch his whole body. It was as though the carved piece of the shard was a part of him.

The shard of shell had been carved into a stylized shape of a turtle, not overly detailed, but intentionally shaped with a rounded shell, distinct head, and four strong limbs extending outward. It was polished to a smooth, glass-like finish, which heightened the deep purple tones contrasted with white bands. There were traces of the shell’s striations, preserving the organic patterns formed over centuries, and the edges were rounded, but slightly uneven.

“It’s amazing,” Kai murmured. “Did you...carve all of this?”

Amy watched as Kai slowly traced the smooth shell. He seemed almost mesmerized by it.  “Can I tell you about what I did?”

“Yes, please,” Kai said softly, enthralled by the look and feel of the amulet.

Amy shifted over so she was right beside him, almost against him. This would have had Kai feeling embarrassed and nervous and completely awkward at any other time, but he barely noticed as he held the amulet in his palm so Amy could see it better.

“My grandmother helped me with this. She said it was a very special shell, from a very old animal and it carried a power.”

“A power?” Kai wondered if that was why it felt warm to him.

“In our traditions, objects made from the ocean carry a connection to the ocean. A polished quahog shard, especially from an ancient clam, symbolizes endurance, wisdom, and the passage of time.  I think that is what my grandmother meant.”

Kai nodded his head, a little disappointed that the power wasn’t more than that, but the connection to the ocean meant something to him.  It reminded him of what he was feeling sitting by the fire after the shore clean-up. That connection was his drive to pursue marine biology and environmental engineering now. He had a connection to the ocean.

“Grandma is the one who suggested I make a turtle.”

Kai looked up. “Why a turtle?”

Amy tucked her hair behind her ear, choosing her words carefully. “ The turtle represents a lot in my culture. Longevity, wisdom...endurance. My grandmother said those things would be important to you soon.”

“Important to me?” Kai’s brow furrowed. “What did she mean?”

Amy shrugged. “She didn’t explain, exactly. Sometimes she speaks in riddles. But turtles are tied to creation stories too, like Turtle Island, Earth itself.”

Kai turned the amulet in his palm, noticing faint lines etched across the turtle’s back. “What’s this pattern?”

Amy shifted closer, pointing to the design. “The circles symbolize the earth’s growth and expansion. The other lines are waves. They connect the turtle to the ocean, a reminder of the water’s strength, but also its calm. The ocean’s always moving, always changing, but it endures.

Kai nodded slowly. The water’s persistence, never stopping, never giving up, reminded him of the endless plastic and debris they kept finding during shore clean-ups.

“What about these dots?” he asked. Pointing to the seven tiny circles.

Amy’s smile widened. “I was hoping you’d ask. Those are for our seven sacred teachings. Love, respect, courage, honesty, wisdom, humility, and truth.”

Amy picked up the amulet from Kai’s hand. “The turtle represents Turtle Island, Earth. I used this simple braided leather to hang it on because your mother did say you wanted it to be suitable for a man.”

Kai blushed a little which brought a smile to Amy’s face.

“The wooden bead on each side of the turtle ground the oceanic energy with elements from the land.”

“It is beautiful,” said Kai. “I don’t know what to say, or how to thank you. Did my mom pay you? If she did, I am sure it wasn’t enough.”

“My grandmother said I can not take any money for this. She says it is there is something special attached to this, and you.”

“But...”

“Nobody argues with my grandma, Kai.”

Kai wanted to object, but he didn’t want to offend Amy or her grandmother.

“Can I ask you a question? Does it feel warm to you?”

Amy wrapped her hand around the amulet. It felt cool to the touch. She shook her head. Kai reached for the amulet, and as he picked it up from her palm, she felt something and jumped a little. Kai quickly drew his hand back.

“Sorry.” Kai didn’t know what he had done, but he was still sorry.

Amy reached out and took Kai’s hand, placing it over the amulet as she held it.  It felt warm.

“It’s cool when I touch and hold it, but as soon as you touch it, it warms up.” Amy lifted Kai’s hand and set it back down on the amulet a few times, testing the reaction, until they both broke out in laughter at what they were doing.

Amy shifted herself onto her knees so she could place the amulet over Kai’s head.  He let it fall against his chest, tucking it into his shirt. As soon as the cool shell touched his skin, warmth radiated outward. It wasn’t just warmth, but something deeper. It seeped into his chest, his ribs, and his arms, like sunlight stretching through his veins.

Then everything shifted. 

The sound of the ocean swelled, louder than before. The crash of the waves seemed to echo inside his head, each one striking harder than the last. The wind rose, cutting through his shirt and biting at his skin.

Then came the voice, faint but unmistakable.

“Kai...”

He jerked his head up, scanning the shoreline. His breath hitched as the world around him seemed to blur. The beach stretched away from him, the horizon curling in like a rolling wave. For a heartbeat, it felt as if he were standing in two places at once, here on the grassy hill, and somewhere else...like the bottom of the ocean.

The voice came again, louder now.

“Kai...”

It wasn’t just a sound, but a feeling. A tug deep in his chest, as though something unseen had reached inside him and was pulling him forward.

“Kai?” Amy’s voice was soft, cautious.

He blinked hard, the world snapping back into focus. The beach was just a beach again, the waves steady, the air calm. But the warmth in his chest lingered, pulsing faintly beneath his ribs.

“You okay?” Amy asked, watching him carefully.

“I...thought I heard someone calling my name,” Kai said slowly, still feeling the pull. “It was...weird.”

“Amy’s brow furrowed. “Weird how?”

“Like...like the ocean was calling me,” he said finally.

Amy gave him a curious look, but she didn’t laugh. “Maybe my grandmother was right,” she said quietly. “Maybe you’re going to need that turtle more than you know.”

“Would you like to stay a while? People watch from my mountain top?”

Kai was surprised at himself for asking, but he felt odd at the moment and didn’t want to be alone.

“Under one condition,” said Amy. “You promise to come join me and my grandmother for supper one night. She would love to meet you.”

Kai stammered a little. “Ummm...you mean, like a date?”

Amy smiled. It wasn’t what she was thinking when she asked him to come for supper, but it worked. “Sure, a date.”

“Okay,” Kai replied.

Amy sat down, right next to him, and they sat like that for a couple of hours. There was very little talking. Kai spent most of the time watching out to the ocean, and Amy spent most of the time watching Kai. They both lost track of how long they had been sitting there. 

“My grandmother says the turtle reminds us that everything takes time,” Amy said finally. “That no matter how hard things get, if you keep going...you’ll get where you’re supposed to be.”

It wasn’t until someone else came along walking their dog that they realized what time it was.

“I need to get home, Kai.  Can I drive you home?”

“I have my bike,” said Kai. “Thanks for staying.  And really, I can’t thank you enough for the turtle.”

Kai stood up, brushing the grass from his pants, then offering Amy a hand. “About our date. When would you like to do that? And what should I bring for your grandma and parents?”

“Just my grandma,” said Amy. “I live with her.” Amy handed Kai her cell phone.  “Put your number in there. We will figure it out.”

Kai entered his number into her phone and handed it back. Amy turned to go but stopped. “You know, it doesn’t have to be a date, if you don’t want.”

Kai was feeling unusually confident. “And if I do want?”

Amy found herself blushing. “I guess it is a date.”

As Amy drove off, Kai climbed onto his bike and pedaled slowly home. As soon as he stepped into the house, his mother asked if Amy had found him. Kai showed her the amulet and told her the details of the carving that Amy had told him. His mother loved the amulet, but his father wasn’t quite as impressed.

“You know you will be going away to school soon. Not a good time to be starting a new relationship,” said his father, not unkindly. “School, your volunteer work, and a relationship is a lot. You don’t want to break your friend’s heart when you leave.”

“What?” Kai was confused.

“Your dad saw you and Amy sitting on the hill together,” whispered Mei.

“What! Really dad?  We were just sitting.”

His father pounded his fists together.  “Sitting like this.  The wind couldn’t get between the two of you.”

“Oh my god!  I am going to my room,” Kai said as he stomped off down the hall to his room. He thought about slamming his bedroom door, but that would not have ended well. Instead, he closed it properly, then flopped down loudly on his bed.  He wanted to be angry, but he could still hear someone calling to him. It was more than just calling him, though. It was as though he was feeling a strength and emotions that weren’t his own.  On his own, he would never have agreed to a date with Amy, let alone ask her to stay and sit with him. It was the amulet that gave him the confidence. At least that was his theory.

Kai drifted off to sleep, hearing his name called. It was faint at first, but growing louder. In his dream, a dragon swam deep beneath the ocean, its wings cutting through the water like blades through the air. The currents bent around it, following its path as though the ocean itself answered to the dragon’s will. The dragon turned its head, and its voice, low and endless like the rolling tide, spoke his name...
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