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Crew of Returning Characters

Arietta Aliona: gnome, pale wrinkly skin, light blue eyes, tuft of blue hair. Two and a half feet tall at most, she runs Beachy Bakes and has taken on Sunlit as a mentee; sometimes looks after Fish.
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Biscuit Haven: New West Key Azure parrot. No one’s sure how well he knows what he says. Lives in Marine Sanctuary, looks after Sunlit.
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Chip Daleson: wolfkin, white hair and tail, deeply tanned, solidly built. His early morning fishing work leaves him plenty of time for meddling visiting friends. Son of Pa, adoptive father of Fish, partner of Ige, best friend to Sunlit.
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Fish Daleson: extremely rare example of a pelagic (deep sea) merfolk child, though no one in Seaside knows this; they know only that he showed up last spring alone, and can manipulate water. Skin ranges from gray to blue, no hair, blue eyes, flat nose, gills. Adores Sunlit, Chip, Ige, Joy, Pa, and sometimes Biscuit.
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Ige Afolayan: merfolk, of the Afolayan clan which has settled outside Seaside. Dark skin, shaved head, blue-purple scaled legs and large purple eyes. Chooses to live on land and takes his job as lifeguard very seriously. Brother of Taiwo, partner of Chip, and dear friend of Fish and Sunlit.
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Joy: giant otter; can talk, and will cheerfully share her opinions. Arrived in Seaside during a storm and her injuries necessitated Sunlit’s arrival. Now helps run Marine Sanctuary and looks after Sunlit and Fish.
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Marine Sanctuary: an old bait shop, saved from demolition and converted into a marine animal rescue by Sunlit, with the aid of all her friends.
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Officer Ebb: Authoritative and steady, has been chief of police for Seaside for decades. Coastal elf with sandy skin and graying hair, steely blue eyes. Kindly toward newcomers Sunlit and Fish, frequent collaborator with Taiwo.
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Pa Daleson: wolfkin, white hair and tail, dark eyes. Retired from fishing due to an injury to his back, and has devoted his free time to carpentry. Dotes on Fish, often aids Sunlit and Joy, and lovingly puts up with his exuberant son Chip.
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Rachel Patel: catkin, with catlike ears and tawny skin, hair cut short and dyed violet, golden eyes. An official scholar, she inherited the local bookshop from her cousin and runs the town archive; wears black scholarly robes accented with colorful glasses. Friend to Marine Sanctuary, and considered awfully cute by Sunlit.

––––––––

[image: ]


Sunlit Haven: appears human, though perhaps with a little magic (nonverbal communication with animals) and a little curse (extremely sun-sensitive skin). Pale yellow skin, pastel pink hair, light eyes. Often anxious outside of her work but excellent with animals. Moved to Seaside from New West Key. Runs Marine Sanctuary with Joy, temporarily housed Fish, and is responsible for Biscuit.
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Taiwo Afolayan Rise: merfolk, prefers they/them pronouns. Dark skin, bright purple eyes, long braided black hair and purple scales. Enthusiastic and charismatic representative of town council. Brother of Ige, patron of Sunlit and Marine Sanctuary.
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Prologue
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There were very few times that Spot regretted the fact that he was a cat. Almost never, in fact. But one such rare occasion struck in the office of Seaside Zoo and Aquarium as the early summer heat settled along the wooden floorboards and happy children’s voices could be heard through the window. It should have been idyllic. But Spot’s mood was far from cooperative.

“Salt water!” he ranted. “Magical evaluation! Wave action! The only pool we have big enough for waves is the polar bear habitat, and of course that’s far too cold!”

“There’s the tidal exhibit,” said his assistant, with the reasonableness of someone who isn’t responsible for making any final decisions.

From his perch atop the lone desk in the room, Spot flicked a look of disdain at the young man. “The tidal exhibit is three feet deep at best. They’d be crowding the anemones half the time!”

“Or dashed against the rocks,” the assistant agreed thoughtfully.

“We’re just not set up for this kind of thing,” Spot continued. “It’s not what we do.”

“So I gathered,” said the assistant, “from the committee meeting over the past hour.”

His tail twitching, Spot chose to ignore this comment. The meeting had been highly unsatisfactory. None of the select group that ran the zoo had anything to suggest. And that was no ideas from a group of five talking, magical animals, mind you—really the only people who could be relied upon to have a worthwhile opinion, to Spot’s way of thinking. Human assistants surely didn’t count. That’s why he hadn’t bothered to dismiss his yet. It simply wasn’t worth the effort.

“If I was bigger,” Spot lamented, rubbing one white-tipped paw over his ear. The rest of his fur was a luxurious orange, normally groomed to perfection, but now clumps here and there were sticking up out of place. “If I didn’t hate water—and didn’t love sleep—if I was capable of building a pool—it’s not that I don’t wish we could help them. But the fact remains. This is not the kind of thing we’re set up to do! We run a zoo that happens to have an aquarium, not a water theme park with a wave pool!”

“Probably too many people at those anyway,” commented the hapless assistant. This seemed to give him an idea. “Have you tried asking them?”

Spot’s tail now lashed with impatience. “Asking who?”

“You know. People.”

“It’s people who dropped them off here to begin with,” Spot pointed out.

“Oh, well, naturally. But I mean other people, don’t you know.”

At this point the assistant—whose name, incidentally, was Mouse—leaned back in his rickety wicker chair and began practicing his juggling with four colorful scarves pulled from a hidden pocket. Spot’s yellow eyes were drawn to the movement. His first scathing reply about people in general died on his whiskered lips.

“Other people,” he said slowly, as though Mouse had suggested contacting aliens and Spot wanted to be sure he’d heard him right.

“Who might have pools,” Mouse elaborated.

“A mere backyard wading pool will not suffice,” said Spot, in his best haughty voice. The floating scarves calmed his nerves. In fact, now that he wasn’t quite so upset, he seemed to remember something . . .

“Obviously it’d have to be someone with a big pool,” Mouse conceded, meanwhile.

“Hush,” said Spot. He was thinking. His claws dug into the desk beneath him. “There might be something . . . just up the coast, in Seaside. Do you remember reading the news about their new hospital, right on the beach? Marine something, or something Sanctuary, wasn’t it?”

“Can’t recall,” Mouse said cheerfully. “Might have been before I started?”

“It wasn’t,” said Spot with a sigh. “Come on. If you won’t be helpful, maybe Geoff will.”
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1: A Tidy Ship
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It has been said that cleanliness is next to godliness. Unless you know a deity who’s willing to take over your cleaning for you, you’ll have to do it yourself, and see that your team is properly trained as well. Every animal regardless of size, type, and ability deserves a clean berth . . .

—from Standard Practices for a Safe & Sanitary Animal Medic



Sunlit Haven scrubbed the boards of the old shipwreck as though her life depended on it. It didn’t. But little marine creatures’ lives might, and to Sunlit, that was even more important.

She and her crew of one were spending the summer afternoon cleaning out their “annex:” the wreck of an old fishing boat, submerged just beneath the waves and wedged between an ancient pier and a high breakwater, conveniently positioned right behind their headquarters. Sunlit insisted upon a very regular and rigorous regimen of cleaning all areas she managed; in fact, hung on the wall over the sink in the main building (which had once been a bait shop) was a meticulous calendar of chores, crammed onto whatever wall space wasn’t covered in tidal maps. There were daily chores, and weekly chores, and seasonal chores, and chores that happened whenever anyone came in dripping a great deal of oil or muck or bodily fluid. Such was life at Marine Sanctuary.

But Sunlit did not think of them as chores. Her personal tendencies toward caretaking and people-pleasing had been exacerbated by years spent at a far-off university studying marine biology and veterinary practices.

Joy, on the other hand—well, that was another matter.

The giant otter lifted her head out of the water that covered the far end of the boat’s deck. For a moment she paused, special-made brush dangling from her jaws. A friend who was handy with carpenter’s tools and insisted everyone call him “Pa” had crafted a sturdy handle for her so that she could more easily fulfill her role as Sunlit’s assistant. But now she spat the handle out and asked, “Are we done yet?”

Sunlit hid her smile—an easy feat when wearing a positively enormous sun hat. Working with a talking, rational otter the size of a hippopotamus had plus sides: the fact that she could scrub the entire deck of a boat in an afternoon using a custom brush, for example. But it also had downsides. Like a certain lack of attention span and a predilection for telling people exactly what they smelled like, good or bad.

“I’m not done yet,” Sunlit replied diplomatically.

“Maybe you should be. Just for a moment.”

Sunlit hesitated. Her shoulders ached, her fingertips were pruney, and her waterlogged pants clung to her legs uncomfortably. It was a very still, very hot day, and the fumes from her cleaning potion were starting to make her a little dizzy, now that she paused long enough to notice. Though naturally pale yellow, her skin was looking unnaturally wan. She had to admit that maybe, just maybe, Joy’s refusal to work herself—or anyone else—utterly to the bone wasn’t a downside. “A break might not be a bad idea . . . I wanted to be done before Fish gets here after school, but . . .”

“I’m sure Fish would rather watch you work—or help you work—than have to scrape you off the boat you just cleaned because you collapsed from heat exhaustion,” Joy declared. “I’ll get the iced tea and sandwiches.”

Sunlit knew from experience not to argue.

She hauled herself up onto the nearby pier, letting her feet dangle over its side. As she sat there, the bottoms of her boots skimmed the water which filled the old boat’s hull. Though the pier was perfectly dry, her head swam. She was, she realized, rather tired.

And at the same time, Sunlit Haven was struck by a quiet moment of pride. From her seat, she could survey not only her annex, but the Sanctuary itself, rising above on her left. At one time, the simple two-story building had been a bait shop, serving fishing boats that docked at the pier before the new marina had been built and business had, for lack of a better phrase, dried up. Now, nestled under the thatched roof was an attic apartment and a main floor with rows of tanks for smaller creatures, an exam room, and a sales counter that did a respectable business in sunscreen potions and informational pamphlets. Thanks to a visionary—and vocal—friend on town council, the Sanctuary benefited from government support, which covered everything that the sunscreen and medicine sales did not.

Sunlit continued considering her workplace and home. The sun was just barely beginning to sink over the water, and by tilting her head in a landward direction, she could get the brim of her hat to completely cover her shoulders. Her hair, pastel pink and cut into a short pixie cut, wouldn’t shade her: in fact, it was—as usual—stuffed entirely under the hat, unhelpful. Not that her long sleeved top was slipping, of course, but the added shelter from the sun was nice.

Like Sunlit’s needs, the needs of the Sanctuary were simple. Its primary expense was the plethora of fish with which Sunlit “paid” Joy, which were supplied at alarmingly low cost by yet more friends with a thriving fishing business run out of the nearby marina. The fishers insisted that because Sunlit and Joy took all their odds and ends and bycatch, they were actually doing the fishing boats a favor, and that therefore the low price was justified. Sunlit wasn’t entirely sure about that, but she didn’t want to push it. She liked having a budget that balanced at the end of the day, if only barely.

This same attitude of benign, if bemused, gratitude was one Sunlit applied to having so many friends in general. She had worked with many students at university, of course, and had lived with and taken care of extended family members most her life, but she had never before had so many friends. Sometimes the customs of community life confused her a great deal. However, if she ever tried to withdraw or isolate herself without good cause, she was sure to get a talking-to from Joy. So she’d had to accept her new circumstance . . . and in consequence, she thought as she looked up at Marine Sanctuary, they’d been able to rescue and rehabilitate so many marine creatures over the past year. Surely that was a very good thing.

Joy’s whiskered nose poked out of the Sanctuary’s back door. In the next moment, the otter wound her way sinuously down the rope ladder into the annex and then along the edge of the pier to Sunlit. She moved with grace and speed—her front paws distinctly not carrying any sandwiches or tea.

“Now, kit,” she said quickly, using the otter term for children, “promise me you won’t get upset.”

“Why would I?” Sunlit asked, puzzled.

“Promise me you’ll be calm and think about it,” Joy insisted.

“About what?” asked Sunlit. She hoped she’d never given Joy the impression she would get angry over sandwiches.

“I told them to come round the side,” Joy said inscrutably.

Sunlit’s gaze drifted over Joy’s furry shoulder—and for a moment, her heart did stop. Two figures were emerging from the Sanctuary’s side door, which let out onto the pier (a much safer route for visitors than Joy’s preferred obstacle-course of ladders and boat railings). The first, Sunlit could recognize even at a distance. It was Rachel, the local bookseller—petite, with cat ears and violet hair cropped short, and almond-shaped eyes and very cute glasses and—

With an effort, Sunlit refocused herself. It wasn’t odd for Rachel to drop by; it was her printing expertise that had guided them in making the Sanctuary’s information pamphlets, after all. Why did Joy think that seeing Rachel would make Sunlit upset? A flush rose on Sunlit’s cheeks.

But then their second visitor caught her attention. At first, their shape was difficult to make sense of: a large, birdlike head, rising no higher than Rachel’s, two lumps at the side—wings—and an unusual gait. As though they were walking on four legs instead of two. A griffin, Sunlit realized.

That still didn’t make sense to her, though. Griffins were a very unusual sight in Seaside, to be fair, but why would meeting one be upsetting?

As the visitors approached, Sunlit scrambled to her feet. Joy slipped around her, a habitual pose, so that the otter’s face was on one side of Sunlit and her body and tail were tucked neatly behind her. It was a polite way for a very long creature to make sure she wasn’t blocking anyone in the conversation—and also to make sure Sunlit had someone to fall back on . . . or someone to prevent her from backing away.

“So, this is Sunlit,” Rachel was saying to the griffin as they approached. Sunlit could have melted right back down onto the pier, but then Rachel turned to her. “Sunlit, this is Geoff. He’s a member of the executive board that runs Seaside Zoo and Aquarium.”

Executive? Rather than melting, now Sunlit was shrinking. The griffin seemed to be scrutinizing her—though perhaps a creature with the head of a bird of prey always had a scrutinizing sort of expression. Still, between his attention and Rachel’s, Sunlit had never felt so self-conscious of her appearance—her posture rounded from hours of leaning over, her frame hardly slender or elegant; not to mention her sturdy, unfashionable clothing, which was hardly presentable when water-logged and splotched with cleaning potions.

“Geoff came to the bookstore just now,” Rachel went on, “hoping that I could tell him where to find you. It seems funny, doesn’t it, that you’ve been here just over a year now and yet you two have never met?”

“Is it?” Sunlit asked faintly, fixing wide, pale eyes on the griffin. “I’m sorry, um—Geoff. I don’t get out much, I guess.”

“Miss Sunlit Haven,” Geoff began, in a scratchy and rather formal voice. The pristine feathers of his head and neck were brilliantly white in the sunlight, forcing Sunlit to squint at him as he spoke. “I’m here on behalf of the entire board of the Seaside Zoo. We’re very sorry we haven’t reached out to you sooner. We were, of course, delighted to learn about your venture and your mission here in town.”

“Uh . . . thanks,” Sunlit said. She’d never heard of this zoo before, and she was struck suddenly with a terrible feeling of impostor syndrome. Had she been stealing business from them somehow? Crowding in on their territory? Why had it never come up? Even though Geoff was saying nice things so far, his tone definitely held a note of “worse things to come.”

“He said in the shop they might want to collaborate on something,” Joy said helpfully.

Sunlit’s alarmed gaze slid to Rachel, who shrugged. Apparently, Geoff hadn’t told anyone else the details of why he wanted to find Marine Sanctuary.

Geoff coughed, his beak tucked behind one white wing for a moment, as though he was embarrassed. His clawed front feet scratched at the boards beneath him. “Collaborate . . . yes. Maybe that wasn’t quite the right word.”

Sunlit could feel her breath coming short. What was it Joy had said? Be calm and think about it. What if he was going to tell her to stop taking in animals? What if he wanted Marine Sanctuary to shut down?

“There’s been a little trouble at Last Stop, and . . . The fact of the matter is, we have a request to make of you,” Geoff said squarely.

Sunlit looked instinctively to Joy. “Last Stop?”

“It’s another town, farther down the coast,” Rachel put in. “Technically Seaside Zoo is closer to them, and falls under their jurisdiction. Right, Geoff?”

“Correct.” The griffin seemed relieved to find this new avenue of conversation. “It’s not as touristy, but full of old vacation homes. It used to be the last stop on the commuter rail from Brass, you see.”

Sunlit nodded politely, bewildered.

“Yes,” Geoff continued, as though in conversation with himself, “well, in the past year or two, they’ve been having a bit of a renaissance there, I understand. Fixing things up, more town events, you know how these things go. The trouble is, a few days ago—the Opening Day of the summer season—they put on a brand new fireworks display, one they’ve never done before.”

“Oh!” Joy perked up. “Is that what that was? We saw the lights. Very pretty.”

“Pretty, yes, but,” Geoff’s voice lowered, “there were casualties.” When all three listeners startled, he nodded and went on, “The town feels terrible about it. So they say. But the fact remains that they’ve brought them to us, at the Zoo, and—well, normally we’d be pleased to take over, but with these—it’s really not the kind of thing we do.”

Sunlit caught a glimpse of salvation and jumped for it. “You mean you have wounded animals? And you’d like me to take a look at them?”

“Mostly we’d like you to take them,” Geoff said in a rush. Glancing over his left wing at the annex submerged in the water below, he added, “Maybe you can house them in your charming . . . boat?”
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2: A Rescue Mission
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Of course, you may well expect that the best way to get to Seaside is by sea, and there is indeed a bustling port nearby. But most tourists are coming from further inland to get to the shore. The train was once a popular choice, but if you get the chance, don’t hesitate to travel by air. The view of the beach and nearby jungles from a balloon or magical vessel is simply incredible.

—from A Guide to Seaside (for the Discerning Tourist)



At this point, in Sunlit’s mind, the scene should have cut away to her meeting the animals in need. And while that would have been a very gratifying transition, the fact remained that Seaside Zoo was not actually in Seaside. Geoff had flown into town, of course; he soon took his leave and flew back to the zoo, promising to arrange everything there. That left Sunlit with some organization to do.

First, she ran inside to hastily throw some first aid items into the nearest bag. Joy followed, and opted to stay at the shop. She often took her afternoon nap behind the counter, and someone had to be on hand for Fish’s arrival, just in case. Rachel, however, seemed very invested in this new adventure. She didn’t offer to leave, and Sunlit was happy not to bring the matter up.

Nevertheless, transportation was still a problem. As a rule, in Seaside people either walked or swam or sailed. There was a ferry and, indeed, an old train, but those lines were not entirely helpful. There were bikes, too, but those were mostly for the tourists. No doubt this explained partly why Sunlit had not yet ventured beyond the borders of her new home town. But now that she had a reason to get to Last Stop, she was determined and energetic.

And that energy did not have long to wait.

“Ahoy, there!” A voice called from the ocean. “Saw you had a new visitor. Was that a griffin?!”

“Chip!” Sunlit turned and ran down to the end of the pier at once.

“Don’t think you’ve ever been so happy to see me,” Chip told her, grinning. His warm brown eyes were often smiling, set in creases in his deeply tanned face. “Oh, hey, Rachel. What’s all the excitement?”

Sunlit beamed down at him. Chip, a sailor with wolfish blood in his veins—not werewolf, mind you, but wolfkin, meaning he had white wolf ears and a fluffy tail every day of the month—bobbed up and down with the waves. He was in the little dinghy his family sometimes used for quick trips or to aid their larger fishing vessel. It was strewn about with coils of rope and flotation devices and someone’s half-eaten lunch. Not quite perfect, but Sunlit decided it would do. “We need your boat!”

“And you, to drive it,” Rachel added, sounding distinctly amused. “Are you doing anything?”

“I was going to meet Fish here later and—”

“Joy’s waiting for him, and we’ll be back soon anyway. Hopefully,” Sunlit said. “Can you take us down the coast to the Seaside Zoo and Aquarium? Can you get to it from the water?”

“The old zoo? Sure, I can take you there,” Chip said agreeably. “It’s not right on the beach, so you’ll still have to walk a bit, but it’s a lot better than walking from here.” A shout could be heard from the direction of the beach. Chip glanced past them: technically, no boats were allowed so close to the old pier and, more worryingly, the breakwater. “Come on,” he urged. “Hop in, I’ll take you now.”

Despite his habitual lack of concern for the rules, Chip was a competent captain. The moment Rachel and Sunlit clambered down from the pier and into the little craft, he steered them away. They went out around the breakwater and past the new marina at a fast clip.

Rachel took a seat on one of the benches that lined the sides of the boat, but Sunlit couldn’t be still. She stood next to Chip as he operated the boat’s small magitech motor, hugging her bag in both arms. Magitech was rare in Seaside, and limited almost exclusively to powering small boats like this one; the local fishing industry as a whole seemed to have decided long ago that this was the highest purpose to which steam and magic could be put. It was true that sailors were often superstitious, and any device that seemed to run on pure luck and the occasional swift kick bordered on a jinx.

That said, as the clustered masts and colorful clapboard homes of Seaside’s fishing neighborhood faded behind them, even Sunlit noticed how well the boat was running.

“Ige,” Chip said, grinning, when Rachel commented on their speed. “He and Fish’ve been tinkering with the engine at night. At first I figured, how much harm could they do?”

“Seems they’ve helped,” Rachel observed.

“Made my life heaps easier,” Chip agreed. “But don’t tell Ige I said that. How about we see what it can really do?”

He turned a dial, and the boat roared forward. Sunlit was nearly knocked overboard by the sudden increase in speed. And this was when her timeline really did collapse, and just a few breathless moments later, the boat was beached at a quiet spot on the coast.

“Not bad,” Chip said, looking fondly at the boat despite the fact that all three passengers had a wiggle in their legs as they emerged onto the safety of dry land. “I still think magitech of any kind’ll scare the fish away, but for little trips—that was fun.”

Sunlit shook herself straight. She wasn’t here for speeding boats and fun: there was a wounded animal waiting. As she scanned the coastline, though, all she saw was a palm tree jungle rising up from the sand—and a dirt road leading inland.

Just as she was about to turn and ask Chip if he was sure he’d taken them to the right place, Geoff the griffin landed heavily in the sand a few steps away.

“Just saw you coming,” he said, ruffling his feathers into place as he folded his large wings. “Perfect timing. And you are? And that is?”

“Call me Chip, and that’s my craft, the Ige Special,” Chip said with a wide smile. His short white hair had been windswept into a permanent wave back from his forehead. “Just here to help the Professor.”

Geoff hesitated. “The . . .?”

“That’s me,” Sunlit said. She’d long ago given up fighting the nickname. The fact that she didn’t have that kind of degree really only seemed to matter to her, not to her friends.

“Oh. Of course.” Geoff began walking toward the dirt road, and as the three visitors fell into step around him, he explained. “You must forgive us for being careful. Seaside Zoo was started decades ago as a sanctuary for magical animals who had had . . . dubious encounters with humanoids, at best. A few of us on the board still remember those days.”

“But now it’s one of the biggest attractions in Last Stop,” Rachel said, not so much a question as a suggestion to continue.

Geoff nodded, not without pride, as they passed into the shade of the palm trees. “Shortly after we’d founded this place, we recognized the possibility of taking in other animals. Over the years we expanded. Today, the Zoo hosts an aviary, a nocturnal house, a pond habitat, a polar area, and more. Taking on more lives meant taking on more cost, and eventually—despite misgivings—we opened our doors to the public.”

Sunlit scanned the trees and blooming shrubs around them, eager to get to their destination. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the zoo’s mission . . . but there were more pressing matters on her mind than history.

Chip, however, was friendly as always. “Our field trip here when I was a kid was the highlight of school,” he said. “Sorry to think we were causing anyone trouble.”

“Oh, no.” Geoff’s voice softened. “The children rarely do. Do not mistake me—it has been good, very good, sharing our zoo with the public. We love what we do. We just can’t help but cling to the old ways now and again.”

“Neither Sunlit nor I grew up here,” Rachel said. “I have to admit, I haven’t been here yet either. It’s in all my regional guidebooks though.”

“In that case,” Geoff said, turning off the road, “let me be the first to welcome you to the Seaside Zoo and Aquarium.”

It was immediate and magnificent. Sunlit only barely registered the fact that the road had opened up onto a dirt parking lot behind them. Geoff’s turn took them through a tunnel of foliage and fairy lights, which opened up onto an animal lover’s dream.

It was like a fairy tale oasis. Each building was unique, themed like the exhibit it housed inside. A dark castle with spires for the nocturnal species, a towering aviary, low walls with mosaics and thatched roofs mingled among carts selling sweet snacks and sparkling lemonades. As they passed the entrance gate, a group of children ran by, each sporting charmed animal costumes—a ladybug, a gazelle, a tiny dragon.

Suddenly, Sunlit understood why Geoff had been telling them the zoo’s history. This was a place that merited an introduction.

Still, though, she was there for a reason. She shouldered her bag and cleared her throat. “Which exhibit do you have the patient in?”

“That’s the trouble,” Geoff said, hedging. “We really don’t have a deep sea exhibit. Ah . . . Here’s Mouse. It’s been his job to coordinate with them.”

“With who?” Sunlit frowned.

Next to her, Rachel sucked in a breath. “He’s kind of cute, don’t you think?” she whispered.

Sunlit’s frown deepened. For the first time, she focused on the stranger conferring with Geoff.

Mouse was a human, tall and thin, and yet he gave an impression that was rather mouse-like at first glance. He had dark skin and brown eyes behind wire-rimmed spectacles, and thick curly black hair. He stood with a slight stoop, belying the professional air of his blue suit. In his hands he held pinwheels and a large rubber ball, as though he’d just come from a playground. Nothing about him made sense to Sunlit, especially not in this context.

“Headed for the fire, are you?” Mouse addressed their little group with a light air and an easy smile. He was easily taller than all three of them, even when one counted Chip’s and Rachel’s ears—and Sunlit’s hat. “I’ll escort you, if you don’t mind, that is.”

“No, we’re not, I’m here to—” Sunlit planted her feet as she spoke, and Rachel, who had already started walking behind her, collided with her shoulder. They tripped over each other’s feet and both went tumbling forward—until faint gold sparkles caught them by the shoulders and set them upright again.

“Flunked out of Witch school in Argen, but I can do a little,” Mouse said kindly. He’d dropped his props; now he held his hands aloft, and the gold sparkles emanated from them. “You’re alright, I hope?”

“Perfectly,” Rachel said, coming forward. “But you’ve dropped all your things. Are you always such a mess?” She bent down to retrieve the scattered pinwheels and came back up smiling, teasing him.

Mouse seemed just as surprised by it as Sunlit was. But he reacted much more positively. “Occupational hazard,” he told Rachel, returning her smile.

“What occupation is that?” she asked, holding the pinwheels like a bouquet.

“Depends who you ask,” he returned. “Why don’t you keep those for now? They’re much safer with you, I’d bet.”

“I’ll look after them very carefully,” Rachel promised.

Sunlit was staring at them. Chip was staring speculatively at Sunlit.

Mouse turned and seemed to see both Sunlit and Chip for the first time. “Oh, sorry, don’t you know. I know you’re not here about a fire. It was just a little shorthand of mine. You see, they’re in an old fire truck at the moment.”

Sunlit was still speechless, so Chip said obligingly, “Who is?”

“Didn’t you know?” Mouse smiled at them. “The porpoises.”
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3: A Bittersweet Fire
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There are many types of porpoises in Beyond. They can be found in every large body of saltwater. Though the sizes, colors, and diets of each species vary, they are in general gregarious, seafaring mammals. Though most varieties have no inherent magic, they are favorites with whale-watching tourists, and as such may sometimes be found in danger . . .

—from Traverse’s Guide to Marine Vertebrates, Invertebrates, and Magical Outliers
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