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For Jill B., wherever you are—

I’m sorry I didn’t do more to stop the bullying
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    “NO!” RILEY HOWLED. “LET US go! my dad needs to stay in the water!”

“Riley…?”

Riley woke with a start and felt hot and disoriented. She could still feel the dream wrapped around her as tightly as her sheets were. It was terrible, and she felt so helpless.

Her mother was at her door and entered her room. She sat on the side of the bed. “It’s over, baby, it was just a dream.”

Riley was panting as she sat up and untangled herself. “That wasn’t a dream, it was a nightmare.”

“Was it Mada again?” her mother asked.

Riley shook her head. “No, I—I was with Dad and Galina. We were riding the Leviathan and having so much fun. But then the Coast Guard came. They shot the Leviathan with a harpoon and then threw nets over us to catch us. We couldn’t get away. Dad was screaming and trying to stay in the water, but the men didn’t care….”

Her mother hugged her tightly. “I’m sure your dad is fine. That was just a bad dream because you’re worried about the detectives’ visit this morning.”

Riley’s breathing was returning to normal as she calmed down. “When will it end? Mom, they’ve asked us the same questions over and over again. They asked them in Florida when we arrived. And they asked them again when we got home. And now they’re coming back. When will they finally leave us alone?”

“Soon,” her mother said. “They have to make sure everything fits. Don’t forget, your father had a large insurance policy. They could be looking for some kind of foul play. We know the truth, but they don’t. They can’t ever know.”

“Could they think Alfie and I killed Dad and Aunt Mary?”

“I’m sure they don’t think that. But there are concerns about what happened.” Her mother brushed hair out of Riley’s eyes. “Remember, you and Alfie were gone over six months. There are a lot of questions about your dad, Mary, and the Event Horizon. No one can figure out how you managed to survive alone at sea for so long. Not to mention Maggie’s blood in Miss Pigglesworth’s cabin. So just stick to the story, don’t elaborate, and you’ll be fine.” She got off the bed. “They’ll be here soon. Get up and get dressed; I want to talk to you and Alfie one more time to make sure your stories remain the same.”

When her mother left, Riley climbed from her bed. She looked at the clock. It was almost eight, and the police detectives were due at nine. There wasn’t time for a shower if she wanted to talk with Alfie about what they were going to say.

Riley never imagined that escaping Atlantis would cause so much trouble. It became a media circus when everyone heard about their “miraculous survival.” All the networks, newspapers, and magazines wanted interviews with them to talk about their time alone on the ocean.

When there weren’t television crews waiting to talk to them, there were the police and investigators asking question after question, as though they somehow believed that Riley and Alfie had done something wrong. Riley’s mother said that the media was always looking for a juicy story, even if they had to make one up. It was Maggie’s blood in the cabin that caused the real trouble, despite it being proven not to be human. But it wasn’t animal either. The investigators were especially interested in that.

The problem was they could never tell the truth—that the blood came from a leopard-woman named Maggie who had been badly wounded in a fight with a tiger-man while they were trying to leave Atlantis. And that they hadn’t been lost at sea at all. Instead they’d spent over half a year on a mysterious island filled with strange people who were slowly turning into animals. Where gargoyles and mermaids were real, and a monstrous sea serpent called the Leviathan patrolled the waters around Atlantis while dangerous unicorns protected the land….

“Riley!” her mother called from downstairs.

“Coming,” Riley called back.

By the time Riley made it downstairs, Alfie was already there. “Hey, Shorty,” he said. Alfie tried to sound casual, but he was as nervous as she was.

“Hey, Creep.”

“Sit down, Riley,” her mother, Beverly, said. “Let’s go through it all again.”



The police detectives arrived promptly at nine. Riley and Alfie had been through this so many times before. But they had to do it all again because any time there was a mysterious death at sea, it had to be thoroughly investigated.

They all gathered in the dining room and sat at the table.

“You are welcome to have your attorneys here,” the lead detective said as he pulled out his tape recorder and a notebook.

Riley was about to speak when her mother said, “Do they need attorneys? Are you accusing these children of something?”

“Not at all,” the female detective said. “We’re just letting you know your rights.”

“We don’t need lawyers,” Riley said, “because we didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Of course,” the woman said. “Now, why don’t you tell us what happened?”

Riley took a deep breath and started to speak. “We’d been on the Event Horizon for two weeks. Dad was making a record of the humpbacks we saw.”

“Whales?” the male detective asked.

“No, humpback elephants,” Alfie said sarcastically.

“Alfie,” Beverly warned.

“What?” Alfie demanded. He stood up angrily. “We keep telling everyone what happened, but they won’t believe us! A storm came out of nowhere. The ocean turned wild. Then this big sailboat hit us. It wrecked our boat and threw us all in the water. Then Riley and me managed to get aboard the sailboat, but we couldn’t find my mom or Uncle Andrew. We looked, we kept looking, but they were gone….”

Alfie threw himself down in the chair, put his head on his crossed arms, and started to cry. “Why won’t you believe us? We didn’t do anything wrong….”

“It’s all right, Alfie,” the female detective said. “You’re not in trouble. We just need to understand how you two managed to survive so long alone on the water.”

“And understand about the fresh blood in one of the cabins,” the male detective said. “What was in there? It’s been tested and forensic teams still can’t identify it. Was it some kind of animal? We know it’s not human blood.”

Riley wasn’t sure if Alfie was really crying or not. But if his tears weren’t real, he was a great actor.

“I don’t know,” Riley insisted. “I—I don’t think it was there at the beginning, but maybe it was. We were too busy trying to stay alive to pay attention to everything on the boat. This was the worst time of our lives. We couldn’t find my dad or Aunt Mary anywhere and our boat was wrecked. When the storm ended, part of the Event Horizon was still stuck on the Moon Dancer’s bow. So Alfie and I went back into the water and salvaged as much as we could.”

“But how did you two survive?” the woman asked.

“My dad always had these safety drills,” Riley started. “He taught us how to survive if anything ever happened. How to fish and save rainwater. Plus we had all the supplies from the Event Horizon. Alfie and I even managed to get one of her sails and used it on the Moon Dancer. It was all because my dad taught us what to do.”

“Andrew was a safety bug,” Beverly said sadly. She was seated beside Alfie with her arm around him. “He taught all of us how to work a sailboat and survive an ocean disaster. It just destroys me that after all that training, he didn’t make it back himself.”

“We are sorry,” the male detective said. He looked at Riley again. “But how did you manage to sail the Moon Dancer home? That is a big yacht that requires a full crew. How did you do it with just you and Alfie?”

“That’s what took us so long to get home,” Riley said. “Dad had been teaching me to sail most of my life. We took our boat out several times a year and during vacation. The Moon Dancer was much bigger, but some of the things were the same. Because the sail from our boat was so small compared to the ones the Moon Dancer must have had, it took us longer to get home. Plus, the wreckage of the Event Horizon was really slowing us down until we finally managed to get it away from us.”

Riley’s mother nodded. “Not to mention they didn’t have a compass or any way of following a course apart from the stars. It was a miracle they made it at all.”

“That’s an incredible story,” the woman said. “You must have been very brave.”

“We didn’t have much choice,” Riley said. “We wanted to get home.”

“I understand,” the female detective said. “So, let’s just go through it one more time….”

Riley felt like screaming as she and Alfie retold the fictional story of their miraculous survival alone on the ocean. There was question after question, but after telling the story so many times, Riley knew all the answers.

Finally, after three hours, the two detectives turned off the recorders, closed their books, and prepared to go.

“That really is an amazing story,” the male detective said. “And the Moon Dancer, what a boat. Of all the lost boats in the world to find you, what were the chances that it would be her? She’s a national treasure, a real record breaker.”

“She’s not much of a treasure to me,” Riley said. “She did hit us and ruin my life.”

“I’m sorry, you’re right,” he said.

“But what do you mean?” Beverly said. “A ‘record breaker’?”

“Don’t you know?” the male detective said. “The Moon Dancer is a classic. It’s been missing for almost a hundred years. It vanished in 1929 and was never heard from again. Everyone thought she was lost. That yacht won the Blue Riband competition four times. It’s… it’s priceless. How it’s managed to survive out there on its own without a crew is just amazing. I mean, apart from some algae, from what I hear, it was intact. How was that possible, alone at sea all this time?”

“I don’t know,” Riley said. “What’s a Blue Riband?”

“It’s a speed record for an Atlantic crossing. Kind of like a race. I’ve always loved boats and ships, and when I saw the Moon Dancer, I had to look her up….”

“Don’t get him started!” the woman detective said. “Come on, Stew, we have to get these reports in and leave this family alone.”

Stew nodded. “You’re right. But when you have a moment, look her up.”

“I will,” Riley promised.

Beverly rose. “So what happens now?”

“Now, after our report, I believe it can be officially declared a tragic accident. There won’t be any further investigation; we’re satisfied and can close the case.” The female detective paused and said, “If I’m honest, I don’t think there should have been this big an investigation in the first place. It’s obvious there’s been no foul play, just bad luck.”

“What happens to the Moon Dancer?” Riley asked. “Can we keep her?”

“I’m afraid not,” Stew said. “Right now she’s been seized for investigation. First because of what happened to you two and the blood in the cabin. Then they have to establish rightful ownership. She’s a priceless treasure, and I’m sure a lot of people are going to be fighting to get hold of her. Including the insurance company from years ago that paid out on its loss, plus the family that once owned it.”

“So we’ll never see it again?” Riley asked.

The woman shrugged. “I guess you could go back to Florida to look at it. But you won’t be allowed back on board. It’s all locked up tight until ownership is decided.”

Beverly shook her head. “Meanwhile, I’m paying a fortune for it to be moored at the marina.”

“I’m sure you’ll be reimbursed once ownership is decided.”

“Or I go broke,” Beverly said, “and they take it for back rent.”

“These things have a way of working themselves out,” Stew said as he finished packing up. “Our involvement ends here.” He looked at Beverly. “We’ll send our report to your insurance company, and they should pay out on your husband’s policy. If anything, it will help pay for the Moon Dancer’s mooring.”

“Thank you, detectives,” Riley’s mother said.



When the police left, Riley, Alfie, and Beverly went downstairs to where the Atlanteans were hiding. Not long after they arrived at the house, the basement was converted into an apartment for them.

“They’re gone,” Riley called. “It’s safe to come out.”

“Is everything all right?” Pea asked. The koala appeared from behind the old bar Riley’s father had built but never used.

“They’ve closed the case,” Beverly answered.

“Thank heavens,” Mary said. She was also hiding behind the bar. Her spider-monkey tail twitched with irritation. “There shouldn’t have been a case to answer in the first place.”

“But you’re considered dead,” Alfie said. “We couldn’t tell them what happened to you or Uncle Andrew.”

“I’m just glad it’s over,” Mary said.

Soon Maggie appeared from her hiding place behind a secret wall. She limped back to the sofa. She was recovering from her wounds but still weak. “Are you all right?”

Riley nodded. “I am now that it’s finally over.”

“Where’s Bastian?” Alfie asked.

“Here,” Bastian called as he, too, emerged from his hiding place. Miss Pigglesworth was beside him.

Alfie looked at Bastian. “Where’s the laptop? I need to look something up.”

Bastian walked back into his hiding area and returned with the computer. With Mary’s help, Bastian and the Atlanteans were learning to read. Within a short time, Bastian had been introduced to the internet and was now spending time on it discovering all the things he’d missed while living in Atlantis.

Alfie sat down beside Maggie on the sofa and started to type.

“What are you looking up?” Mary asked.

“Here it is!” Alfie looked at Riley. “Wow. That cop was right. The Moon Dancer is famous.”

“Really? What’s it say?” Riley asked.

Alfie started to read the first article aloud about the sailing yacht and the four Blue Riband wins it had. The article said the yacht was built in 1890. “Hey, Bastian, look, that’s you and your family. It says your dad was on it during one of the races.”

Everyone looked at the screen and the black-and-white photograph of Bastian’s family standing beside the Moon Dancer. As always, Miss Pigglesworth was there, holding on to young Bastian.

“Oh, weren’t you adorable,” Beverly said. “Look at you in your little sailor suit. And your parents were so dashing. I love their clothes.”

“And look at the Moon Dancer,” Mary said. “Wasn’t she pretty before the Forbidden Zone covered her in algae and moss and her brass railings turned green?”

“She still is,” Riley said.

Maggie pointed at the screen. “So many sails! It would take ages to make them all.”

Riley counted the sails. “There are twelve. They’d be a lot better than the one we used from the Event Horizon. No wonder it was fast. I just wish we could have kept her.”

“Why can’t we?” Bastian asked. “It was my father’s boat. It should be ours.”

“Sorry, dude,” Danny said as he came downstairs and joined the conversation. “You’re officially dead.” He walked to Riley and punched her lightly on the arm. “Good job with the cops. I heard everything from my bedroom.”

Alfie looked at Riley and blushed. “I’m sorry I started to cry. But that guy just bugged me with all the same questions.”

“Creep, it worked perfectly,” Riley said. “The detectives felt sorry for you. It really helped.”

“Well, I, for one, am glad it’s over,” Beverly said. “Now, how about we make us a celebration lunch?”

“That would be great,” Riley said. “I’ll help.”

Her mother nodded. “Then we can talk about getting you and Alfie back into school.”

Riley looked at her cousin. “Is it too late to go back to Atlantis?”
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IT WAS THE MIDDLE OF november and a new school year had already started. Riley and Alfie didn’t have to go while there was still so much media coverage of their return and the police investigation. But now that the media had moved on to a new story and the police investigation was finally over, there were no more excuses.

“Morning, Riley,” her mother called as she knocked on Riley’s bedroom door. “First day back at school, sweetie. You don’t want to be late. Breakfast is ready. I’ve got to get to the hospital early, but Mary’s in the kitchen with Alfie, Danny, and Pea. I’ve checked on Maggie and she’s doing fine.” She peeked her head in the door. “Are you going to be all right?”

Riley sat up. “I’m dreading this almost as much as I did the police investigation. All the kids are going to stare at me and whisper about us being lost at sea.”

Her mother entered and shrugged. “You could always tell them the truth about Atlantis.”

“What?” Riley cried.

Her mother grinned, leaned forward, and kissed her on the forehead. “Just kidding. You’ll be fine. If they stare at you, you stare right back.” She checked her watch. “I’ve got to go, or I’ll be late. I’ll see you later and you can tell me all about your day.”

When her mother was gone, Riley lay back and closed her eyes. She was glad the police investigation was over, but things were far from normal.

It wasn’t because Mary and Alfie’s home had been sold and they were now living permanently with them. Or the fact that all the Atlanteans were in the house as well. That part of her life felt normal and right. It was when she went out with the friends she’d had before Atlantis that things started to feel wrong.

Right from the start it was awkward and strange—like she didn’t belong. They had been in Atlantis six and a half months, and the changes it had made in her seemed profound and permanent. She no longer had anything in common with even her closest friend, Lisa. They had nothing to talk about. Lisa wasn’t interested in what Riley went through, and Riley was bored by Lisa constantly talking about her latest shopping trip.

Riley preferred to spend her time with Bastian, Alfie, and Miss Pigglesworth, going for walks in the area and sharing the outside world with Bastian.

Like Pea, Maggie, and Mary, Bastian and Miss Pigglesworth also settled into the house instead of contacting Bastian’s family. He and Danny had looked them up online and found them. There were more members of Bastian’s family than everyone expected, and they were all still very wealthy. But after they read several articles about the vicious family squabbling over ownership of the Moon Dancer, Bastian wanted nothing to do with them. He asked if he and Miss Pigglesworth could stay. There was no need for him to ask. Like the others, he was considered family.

Maggie was also enjoying her new life. As she recovered, she quickly became addicted to TV soaps. She and Pea regularly debated what they watched. With Riley’s mother treating her wounds, Maggie was soon walking around as she healed.

Dinners were now eaten downstairs so everyone could stay together. These were lively events with a lot of laughter and deep conversations. Danny had adjusted to the newcomers well, and after school he worked with Pea to make improvements to the house and basement apartment. Pea was teaching Danny all about carpentry, which he took to like a duck to water. Soon the house was unrecognizable with the changes.

After dinner, instead of watching television, they would gather together and sing. Riley’s mother and Danny were taught the songs of Atlantis, and once Danny learned them, he brought down his guitar and accompanied the singers.

It was the strangest arrangement Riley could imagine. The house was loud and filled to bursting, but she loved every minute of it. The only thing missing was her father. She knew he wasn’t dead. But he may as well have been as he’d chosen to stay in Atlantis. The pain of his loss was an ache deep in her chest. She often heard her mother crying softly in her bedroom at night. But she wasn’t the only one. The pain of losing her father was so great, Riley would often cry herself to sleep as well.

By the time Riley finished dressing and made it downstairs, she heard Alfie’s voice coming from the kitchen.

“Mom, let me do it!”

“No, you’re my baby; it’s my job to take care of you.”

“It’s just orange juice!”

When Riley reached the kitchen, she saw Mary standing at the table. It came up to her neck, so she had to strain to pour the juice into Alfie’s glass. As spider monkeys didn’t have thumbs, she was having a difficult time holding the carton. By the time she poured a glass for Danny and Pea, most of the juice was on the table.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Mary said when Riley arrived. “Would you like some fried eggs?”

Riley scanned the mess in the kitchen from Mary’s attempts. “Cereal is fine for me, thank you.”

Mary gave her a hug that was almost painful because of the powerful grip her aunt now had. Not to mention Mary’s prehensile tail that she wrapped around Riley fully. “So, are you two ready for your first day back at school?”

Riley looked at Alfie and he shrugged.

“Not really,” she answered. “If I’m being honest, I’d rather stay home with all of you.”

“School sounds very exciting to me,” Pea said as he spread jam on his toast. “With all those books.”

Riley gave the koala a kiss on his warm, furry head and then took a seat beside him at the table. As she poured herself a bowl of cereal, she turned to Pea and grinned. “Not so long ago, a certain someone I know said they didn’t like books or reading—that they’d gotten along fine without them.”

Pea grinned his adorable smile. “Well, obviously, that was there, this is here. Since I’ve learned, I now love reading.”

Miss Pigglesworth arrived in the kitchen moments before Bastian. He followed behind her, wearing one of Danny’s sweatshirts and jeans. Riley still had a hard time adjusting to seeing him dressed like an ordinary teen. She tried not to stare, but he was so handsome in the modern clothes, she felt her heart flutter.

“Morning, Bastian,” Riley said.

“Good morning, everyone,” Bastian said brightly.

“Morning, Baz,” Danny called.

“Come, come, sit,” Mary said to Bastian. “Would you like some eggs?”

Bastian looked around the room. “Um, no, thank you very much, Mary, but I’ll just have cereal and some fruit, if I may.”

He took a seat beside Riley. “I wish I could go with you today.”

“Me too,” Riley agreed.

“Trust me, you don’t wanna go to school,” Alfie said. “If I could, I’d stay here.”

Mary finally took a seat between Bastian and Alfie and reached for an apple. She turned to Bastian. “If you keep studying those books and learning, you might just catch up enough to join Alfie and Riley at school.”

“That would be such fun,” Pea said. “I wish I could go.”

“Trust me, it’s not fun,” Alfie said. “Home is much better.”

“I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time,” Mary said.

“Don’t count on it,” Alfie muttered.

Now that they were all back together, Riley realized that despite being much shorter, with jet-black fur and a spider-monkey face, her aunt was still her aunt, with the same warm expressions and caring soul. Riley was grateful that her aunt hadn’t chosen to stay in Atlantis.

As they sat at the table, no one dared mention the one subject that was on everyone’s minds. They’d been away from the influence of Atlantis and the Forbidden Zone for weeks, yet none of the animals showed any signs of turning back to human. But could they? Riley recalled what the detective said about the blood they found from Maggie and how it had been tested and showed it was neither human nor an identifiable animal. If so, what was Maggie, or the others?

Riley realized if they had brought her father with her, he would have been in real danger. Colorado was nowhere near an ocean. He would have had to stay in Florida and be all alone. At least in Atlantis, he had Galina and Gideon.

After breakfast, Riley and Alfie left the house and walked to the bus stop. They were both nervous. This was a new school for Alfie, and for Riley, a new school year had already started. They had advanced her with her class, but it was provisional, provided she could keep up with her studies.

“I probably shouldn’t ask this,” Alfie said softly, “but do you miss Atlantis?”

Riley looked at her cousin. Finally she nodded. “If I’m being honest, a bit. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. We have everything here, but I still can’t get used to being back. I miss so many things, especially Dad, Gideon, and Galina. I might even miss Lisette and the others a little bit. It just feels so different now.”

“I know what you mean,” Alfie admitted. “It’s like Atlantis has infected us or something. I can’t believe that I actually do miss parts of it.”

Riley nodded. “Me too. But not Mada.”

“Or the Red Moons,” Alfie agreed.

The bus pulled up and all talk of Atlantis stopped. They took a seat together and stared out the window at the passing houses as the bus wound its way to their school. This was home, but somehow, it wasn’t.

When the bus arrived at school, Riley escorted Alfie to the office and helped him get his schedule. He was one grade behind her, so she showed him around.

“We have the same lunch period,” she said, checking his schedule. “Wanna meet up?”

Alfie nodded but didn’t say anything.

Finally Riley took him to his homeroom. “This is you,” she said when they stopped before a classroom. “Good luck, Creep.”

“You too, Shorty,” Alfie said. “See ya later.”

After leaving her cousin, Riley made her way to her new homeroom. The moment she walked in, she could feel the eyes of her class resting on her. Most of her classmates were the same from last year, with only a few new faces.

Riley saw Ms. Young standing at the front of the room. She knew Ms. Young from seeing her in the school. She had a reputation of being tough but fair.

“Riley, come in,” Ms. Young said.

Riley approached her new homeroom teacher and held out the document she was given in the office.

“Welcome back. You’ve had quite the adventure. We’ve been following it on the news. We’re all so sorry to hear about your father and aunt, but we’re grateful that you are safe.”

Riley knew this was going to be hard. “Um, thank you….”

Ms. Young pointed to an empty seat at a double desk beside a sad-looking girl. “You can sit there with Jill.”

Riley had never seen the girl before and thought maybe she was new to the school too. She didn’t even look up when Riley joined her at the two-person desk. Riley could feel the eyes of everyone in the classroom resting heavily on her. These were all kids she’d known for most of her school life. If they made her feel uncomfortable, she couldn’t imagine what Alfie was going through.

Ms. Young called the class to attention and did the attendance check. A while later, the bell rang, and Riley had to go to her first class.

The whole morning was a nightmare as she moved from class to class and saw the same sympathetic expression on every teacher’s face. She shared all her classes with Jill and in each room, she was assigned to sit beside her.

Riley noticed that Jill’s clothes weren’t the cleanest and were in desperate need of repair. Her blond hair was unkempt and dirty. If Riley was being honest, Jill had a bit of an unwashed odor about her as well.

But it was the haunted expression on Jill’s face that struck Riley the most. As though Jill was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

By the time the lunch bell sounded, Jill still hadn’t spoken one word to her. The teachers seemed to ignore her and didn’t ask a single question.

Riley left her class and headed to the cafeteria. Just outside it, she saw Alfie waiting for her.

“Hey, Creep,” she said as she approached. “How was your morning?”

“It sucked,” Alfie said. “I hate your school!”

“I’m not a fan of it either. I feel like it’s going to take me all year just to catch up. We weren’t gone that long, but it’s like they’re speaking a different language now. Math is a nightmare!”

“I know,” Alfie agreed. “There were some boys in my homeroom that are looking for trouble. They were making fun of me. I came this close to hitting one of them!”

“Don’t!”

“I won’t. At least not on my first day.”

“Not ever,” Riley said. She leaned closer. “No matter what they say to you, you can’t. What if the school calls Mom and wants to see her, or they might even try to find your dad?”

“I’m never going back to my dad!” Alfie said angrily. “Doesn’t matter anyway, he didn’t want me. He left Mom and me.”

“Still, you don’t want that kind of trouble.”

Alfie nodded. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I did. We have to be extra careful and not draw attention to ourselves.”

“So, like, I’m supposed to ignore them when they cause trouble?”

Riley nodded. “For now, yeah.”

“Great,” Alfie said darkly. “Now I hate this school even more.”

They walked into the cafeteria together and joined the lunch line. Riley and Alfie heard the not-so-quietly whispered comments about them being lost at sea and how they had probably eaten their parents to survive.

Riley tried to ignore them, but it was hard. How could this be the same school with the same students from before? Last year, she never had any trouble at all. Now she and Alfie were the butt of cruel jokes and comments.

They got their meals and found an empty table at the back of the room. The cafeteria was noisy and confusing. Nothing like the meals they had in Atlantis, where everyone was polite and they all ate together.

There was extra-loud yelling to one side of the room. Riley looked over and saw a group of boys surrounding Jill. They were teasing her, calling her “Stinky,” and pulling at her torn sweater. Another boy took her juice and most of her meal. Jill just stood there, saying nothing as they bullied her.

Riley could feel knots bunching in her stomach. None of the other students did anything to stop it, and the teachers across the room either didn’t notice or didn’t care what was happening.

Finally, Riley stood up.

“No, Shorty, don’t get involved,” Alfie warned. “Remember what you said.”

“I know what I said, but this isn’t right.” Riley walked away from the table and over to the boys. “Leave her alone!”

“Oh, look who’s here. It’s the cannibal!”

“Yeah, I’m the cannibal, and you should be scared. You all look like you’ve been eating just fine. I might try taking a bite!”

That shocked them, but only for a moment. “Go away, Cannibal. This is none of your business.”

Riley caught Jill by the arm. “Come on, you can sit with us.”

“Leave,” one of the boys warned.

Riley felt Alfie arrive behind her. “Hey, Shorty, you think we should eat that one over there first?”

Riley looked at Alfie and nodded. “Looks good to me; we don’t even have to cook him. Go get the forks.”

Their comments caused the bullies to back up. “You two are sick, you know that? You’re sick!”

Without another word, they drifted away.

“Thank you,” Jill said softly. She turned to leave.

“You can eat with us if you’d like,” Alfie offered. “We’re not really cannibals.”

When Jill smiled at Alfie, his cheeks went red. Riley was stunned. She’s hadn’t seen him react that way since he met Galina. She looked at Jill again and realized that beneath her messy hair and unwashed face, she was very pretty.

“I know you’re not cannibals,” Jill said. “But I don’t want you to get into more trouble because of me.”

“It’s too late for that,” Alfie said. “C’mon, let’s just eat.”

Jill joined them at their table, and both Riley and Alfie shared their meal with her. When Jill tried to protest, Riley said, “They’ve given us too much food anyway. We’re used to smaller portions….” She turned and looked around at all the servings on all of the students’ plates. “There’s too much food here, it’s such a waste!”

“Shorty,” Alfie warned. “Just because we had a hard time on the boat…”

Riley realized what she was saying and stopped. “Sorry, you’re right.” She turned to Jill. “So how long have you been going to this school?”

Jill looked down and wouldn’t meet Riley’s eyes. “Not long. We came here a few months ago, so only since the new school year started.”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Alfie asked.

Jill nodded. “I have two brothers and three sisters.”

“That’s a big family,” Alfie said. “Until now, it’s just been my mom and me. Now I live with Riley’s family.”

“Alfie’s my cousin,” Riley explained. “Where did you come from?”

“Ohio,” Jill said. “My mom got a job here and we moved…” Her voice trailed off and she looked down again.

“Riley!”

Riley’s best friend, Lisa, came over to the table. When she saw Jill there, she frowned. “Riley, can I speak to you for a moment?”

Riley rose and walked away with her friend. Once they were far enough from the table, Lisa said, “What are you doing with Stinky? No one likes her. If you want to get back to normal, you should avoid her like everyone else does.”

“Why?” Riley said. “It’s not like she’s a Red Cloak or something.”

“A what?”

Riley shook her head. “Never mind. She’s nice, have you tried talking to her?”

“Me talk to Stinky. Yuck. I don’t think she’s ever had a bath in her life. And look at her clothing.”

Riley looked back at Jill as she talked to Alfie. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Gah! Can’t you see? It’s torn and dirty and doesn’t match.” Lisa held up the bottom of her stylish jacket that she wore over her blouse. “I ripped this today in chemistry. It’s trash now….” A cruel grin appeared on her face. “Or maybe I should give it to Stinky.”

Riley frowned. “Lisa, that’s not nice. Her name is Jill, not Stinky.” She lifted the bottom edge of Lisa’s jacket and inspected the damage. “This is just a small tear. I can fix this for you in no time. You don’t have to waste it and throw it out.”

“Fix it?” Lisa cried. “No, it’s ruined. I want a new one.”

“But there’s nothing wrong with it. A few small stitches and it’ll be good as new. You’ll never know it was torn.”

“I’ll know,” Lisa insisted. “Riley, what’s wrong with you? Since when do you care about saving clothing?”

Riley so wanted to scream, Since I lived on Atlantis, where every scrap of clothing was precious! But instead she said, “We’re destroying this planet with waste. I think it’s time we stop.”

Ms. Young approached Riley and Lisa. “Hello, Riley, are you settling in all right?”

Riley nodded.

“Did I hear you say that you can sew?”

Again Riley nodded. “I was just telling Lisa her jacket isn’t ruined, that I could fix it.”

Ms. Young focused on Lisa. “Why don’t you let her try? We should all try to produce less waste.”

“But I don’t want it now—it’s garbage,” Lisa insisted.

“What can it hurt to try?” Riley said.

Lisa’s brow came together in a tight, angry frown. “If you want it so much, Riley, you could have just said!” She tore off her jacket and threw it at Riley. “Here, it’s all yours.” She stormed off in a huff.

Riley stood in shock as Lisa left. Her best friend had changed so much. She was unforgiving and snotty to people she didn’t like.

“I saw what you did with Jill,” Ms. Young said. “That was kind of you.”

“Why didn’t you stop the boys from bullying her?”

“I was about to when you stepped in,” Ms. Young said. “I’m afraid poor Jill has been picked on since she arrived here. I’ve tried to help, but I can’t spend every minute with her. Her younger brother and sister are also being bullied.”

“Why?” Riley asked. “Jill seems nice.”

“Oh, she’s a lovely girl and so sweet.” Ms. Young paused. “Riley, I know it’s your first day back and that you’ve had a very traumatic experience, but do you think you could maybe be her friend and talk to her?”

“Me?” Riley said.

Ms. Young shook her head. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked.”

“No, it’s not that. But why would she listen to me? Everyone here is calling me a cannibal.”

“That’s why. You can understand what she’s going through. But you stick up for yourself. She won’t. Just think about it, will you?”

“Sure,” Riley said.

“Thank you. The bell’s about to ring—you had better finish up.”

Riley went back to her table.

“Everything all right?” Alfie asked.

Riley nodded. “Yep.” She held up Lisa’s jacket. “Lisa tore this today and I said I could fix it. Then she got mad at me because she’d rather have a new one. Then Ms. Young came over and we started talking about sewing.”

“You can sew?” Jill asked.

“You bet she can,” Alfie said. “She’s had the best teacher.”

“I wish I could,” Jill said. “Then I could fix this.” She showed a tear in her sleeve. “And maybe my brothers’ and sisters’ clothes. But I don’t know how.”

“I could show you,” Riley offered. “We could do it here at school at lunch.”

Jill’s face lit with a big smile and her eyes sparkled. “Yes, please.”

Riley nodded. “Great, we’ll start tomorrow.”



The balance of the day dragged on and on as Riley traveled to each of her classes with Jill. If there had been muttering about her in the morning, it was worse in the afternoon as Riley heard whisperings about her being a cannibal and how she was planning to eat Stinky. Right before her last class, she walked past Lisa in the hall, and when Riley said hi to her, Lisa turned away.

With each cruel comment directed at her, Jill’s shoulders dropped even more, and her eyes stayed down.

“Ignore them,” Riley said.

“How?”

“By thinking of things beyond this school. Like where you would like to go, or what you would like to do. This world has some pretty amazing places with creatures you couldn’t imagine. Just think of them. Then their teasing won’t matter.”

Jill looked up at her with an expression that suggested she doubted it. “I had better go, my brother and sister will be waiting for me.” She walked away without raising her head once.

Riley watched Jill leave and felt anger for her. They had spent most of the day together and though Jill was quiet, she seemed so nice. Yet everyone was being cruel to her just because of how she looked and smelled. Yes, her clothes needed repair and cleaning, and yes, she could use a bath and a brush of her hair and teeth. But that was nothing. In Atlantis Riley’d gone several days without bathing right after they arrived. It was hot and humid, so she must have stunk, but no one said anything.

After leaving her books in her locker, Riley left the school and headed toward the buses. She met up with Alfie. His face revealed that he’d had as bad a day as she did.

“Hi, Creep, how was your day?”

“Can we go back to Atlantis now?”

“That bad?”

“Worse,” Alfie said.

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Riley said. “It’s changed so much from the last time I was here. Even Lisa won’t speak to me now because of the jacket thing.”

“Do you think maybe you’ve changed and not them?” Alfie said.

“I don’t think so.”

Alfie laughed and shook his head. “Riley, you used to be just like them. Seriously, I mean it. You weren’t as bad as Lisa, but you were pretty bad.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Yeah, you were. That’s why I never liked you. You treated me like your friend treated you today. You were always part of the popular group, so you never realized what was happening to the unpopular kids.”

Riley stopped and looked at her cousin. Could it be true? Had she been just like Lisa? She thought back to the days before Atlantis and remembered a few occasions when she and her friends made fun of a girl in class because her shoes were worn-out.

Riley was horrified. “Alfie, I’m so sorry, I never realized. But you’re right, I was just like them.”

“Maybe not as bad,” Alfie said. “And I wasn’t any better. I’m sorry too.”

“We can’t go back to being like that. It’s ugly.”

“I don’t think we can,” Alfie said. “I think Atlantis changed us. Besides, we’ve got reminders at home.”

Riley smiled thinking about the most special new members of the family. “Yes, we do.”

They stopped talking when they reached their bus. Then they stayed silent all the way home and only spoke again when they exited the bus.

“I’ve got loads of homework,” Alfie complained. “It’s gonna take all night.”

“Me too,” Riley agreed. “School isn’t nearly as much fun as I remember.”

“I never liked school, so it’s no different.”

When they entered the house, Miss Pigglesworth bounded to the door and did her spinning happy dance. Riley bent down and hugged the dog tightly and laughed as Miss Pigglesworth licked her face. “I missed you too, Miss Pigglesworth.”

“We’ve all missed you,” Bastian said as he approached. “How was your first day?”

“Awful,” Riley said. “How was yours?”

“Boring,” Bastian said. He started to smile. “It’s better now that you’re home.”

When he smiled at her, Riley felt her cheeks going red.

“I’d rather be bored than go to that school,” Alfie added.

Mary arrived in the foyer and ran over to Alfie. “How was your first day back?”

“Mom, you really shouldn’t be upstairs,” Alfie warned. “What if someone sees you?” He looked around at all the open windows.

“It’s fine. I’ll go batty if I stay downstairs all the time. Come into the kitchen, I’ll make us all some snacks.”

“I’ll help,” Riley offered quickly.

“Me too,” Bastian agreed.

After a quick trip to the kitchen, where they gathered fruit and drinks for everyone, they all headed to the downstairs apartment.

Maggie was curled up on the sofa with her long leopard tail wrapped tightly around her. When she saw Riley, she climbed slowly to her feet.

“Please don’t get up for me,” Riley said as she ran over to help Maggie. “You need your rest.”

“I am fine,” Maggie said as she rose and embraced Riley. “And getting stronger every day.”

Pea came over and looked up at Riley and Alfie. “So, tell us all about your day. We’ve been anxious to hear.”

They all sat down together as Riley and Alfie told them of their first day back at school.

“I can’t believe how mean they are to Jill,” Riley said.

“People can be very cruel,” Pea said. “Look what the others did to us.”

“Especially during the Red Moon,” Maggie added. “Though I am sorry for your new friend.”

“I’m not sure if she’s a friend,” Riley said. “Not yet, at least. I barely know her and it’s impossible to get her to talk very much. But she did want me to teach her to sew so she can repair her clothes. So we’re starting tomorrow.” She looked at Maggie. “I just hope I’m as good of a teacher as you are.”

Maggie smiled broadly. “You will be. Teach with your heart as well as your mind.”

“That’s nice of you to do that for her,” Mary said. She was sitting down and rubbing her head.

“You okay, Mom?” Alfie asked.

Mary nodded. “Just a small headache.”

“I have one too,” Bastian agreed. “Right at the back of my head.”

“So do I,” Pea added.

“It’s probably a lack of fresh air,” Mary said. “I guess I’m not used to staying in all the time.”

“It is an adjustment,” Pea said. “I must admit, I do miss a few things—like going out in the fresh air.”

“Me too,” Maggie said. “But I will never regret our decision to leave Atlantis.” She looked at Riley and everyone in the room. “This family I have become part of is the most precious thing in the world to me.”

“Indeed,” Pea agreed. “And well worth the inconvenience of staying in all the time.”

“Hi, everyone,” Danny said as he walked down the stairs.

“Hi, Dan,” Riley said.

“Danny,” Pea said. “Join us. We were just talking about how we may miss a few things from Atlantis but have found so much more here.”

Riley looked at her brother. “I’ve just had an idea, and I need your help with Mom so she’ll let us do it.”

“What are you thinking?” Danny asked.

“I think it would be great if we could take everyone out for a late-night drive. We can show them around without the risk of being seen. Maybe even go for a walk in the woods by the lake.”

“What a wonderful idea,” Pea said. “Another adventure, how exciting!”

Mary bobbed up and down and squeaked excitedly. “There are some beautiful places around here. We must do it; we must do it!”

Danny nodded. “I’m sure Mom will agree, especially if we finish our homework, clean up, and make dinner.”

Then Alfie grinned. “And if she doesn’t, we’ll sneak out anyway!”

Everyone became excited at the prospect of going out together. It was only then that Riley realized how isolated Pea, Maggie, and Mary were. Bastian and Miss Pigglesworth could go out for walks anytime and only have to deal with a few comments about Miss Pigglesworth’s size, but that wasn’t possible for the others.

“It’s all set, then,” Riley said. “Tonight, we all go out together.”
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