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Chapter 1

Crick, Crack

I say Crick, you say Crack.

Crick.

Crack.

This is a story.

Down past the islands lit by the sun, beyond twilight swells of dusky sea, through midnight veils of the crushing abyss, another world hides under the waves. The other side of the mirror, as it is known.

Through these depths swam a sea woman. The full moon rose and spilled its milk into the water, and light glimmered over dark brown skin. Her scales flashed green and gold.

Foreboding drifted on the tide and urged her on.

When she reached the cavern, the quiet struck her first. No gentle trill greeted her as it usually did. In her hiding place only a broken tumble of rocks and stones remained.

Hope dissolved as she groped through the cavern, trembling. Her tail fin thrashed as she plunged her arms into every corner. But the silence told her that the box was gone.

Her pupils narrowed to dangerous slits.

The sea woman rode the cold current into the briny deep. She would reclaim the box—and what was inside. She must.

Time and tides would decide.

Crick.

Crack.

The story is put on you.
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Chapter 2

Sinking Sand

The note waited on the kitchen table. Kela didn’t even have to pick it up or read Pop’s blocky print to know what it said.

Her fingers hesitated over the paper. She and Pop hadn’t gone diving or done anything normal together in months. She missed the salty mist on her face and the trampolining waves.

Kela lifted the note and balled it in her fist.

She took a deep breath, then shut the door of the empty house.

The gravel crunched under Kela’s feet as she crossed the street into a dense patch of trees. A foot-worn path wound its way between towering cabbage palms and sandbox trees. The gully sloped and she stepped around the snaking roots of a bearded fig. Leaves rustled overhead—a monkey skittered across a bough.

With the push of a branch, the forest ended. Kela looked out at the waves lapping the shore. The beach. The one place that felt like home.

She walked along the water’s edge, her canvas bag hanging lightly from her shoulder.

When Kela was five, she had found the first piece of sea glass, blue like a cloudless sky. “You found a mermaid’s tear!” Mum had said. “Let’s try to find a whole rainbow.” They had found every color but orange, the rarest. Now Kela stayed up at night thinking about that last piece. Mum’s piece.

Kela peeked into her bag at what she had collected that week. Several pieces of sea glass, sharp edges worn away by water and sand. The colors rippled like the surf. Translucent green, white, and a piece that glowed golden amber.

Her mother had taught her to make jewelry from these gems of the sea. When something caught her eye, she’d try to imagine how a person could wear it. A charm hanging from a crocheted necklace. Wrapped in wire to make an anklet. She never knew exactly what she was going to make until she got started. In these broken bits of glass, trash to some, Kela saw possibilities, the broken made beautiful.

She took out a piece and held it to the sky. Green brightness spilled softly into her hand. She remembered the old island folktale about sea glass. Could sadness really make something so beautiful?

“Kela?”

Kela turned toward the voice and her face fell. Her friend Lissy stepped out from the trees and walked to her.

“How’d you know I’d be here?” Kela asked in a low voice.

“Where else would you be?” Lissy replied. “But ever since . . .” She paused, her eyes searching the water as if the right words would jump out like flying fish. “It just seems like you always come without me now.”

Kela dropped the sea glass she was holding back into her bag. Lissy was right. Three months ago, they would have been on this beach together.

“Did I do something wrong?” Lissy’s brown eyes stared fixedly at Kela.

“No,” Kela said. She shifted her feet.

“I know things are hard,” Lissy said softly. “I hear Gran talking with your dad.” She looked down. “Whatever you’re feeling—we don’t have to talk about it. But we can if you want.”

Kela remembered the fun she and Lissy once had together. Exploring the beach. Watching the sanderlings scoot along the shore. She’d pushed Lissy’s friendship away, and like diving with Pop, she’d missed that too.

“All right,” Kela said.

Lissy squeezed Kela’s hand and pulled a bag out of her own pocket.

“Did you find any sea glass yet?”

“Some,” Kela said with a slight smile. “But there’s not much here.”

“Let’s head up the beach, then,” Lissy said.

The shore snaked before them and the girls followed the tide line, raking the sand with their feet as they looked for treasure.

A heart-shaped pebble was the first to disappear into Kela’s canvas bag. Small pieces of driftwood, sea beans, and a couple of pieces of sea glass went into the salty folds. She didn’t collect shells.

Pop had explained how important shells were when she was little. They prevented beach erosion, provided homes and hiding places for animals, and were even food for creatures that lived in the sand. “If you want to keep St. Rita beautiful,” he had said, “leave them where you find them.”

But sea glass? That was just the sea returning what people had thrown away.

“The jewelry you left with Gran is some of your best,” Lissy said. “Are you still planning to apply to the Creative Arts Program?”

“I don’t know,” Kela said quietly. When she first learned of the program for gifted young Caribbean artists, it had seemed perfect: twelve weeks of inspiring classes full of happy, carefree kids. Like the kind she used to be. She changed the subject.

“What have you been up to?” Kela asked. This was the most she and Lissy had talked in weeks.

“Oh, the usual,” Lissy said. “Helping Gran in the shop. Business is picking up now that it’s tourist season. She lets me help on the register.”

Lissy’s gran, Miss Inniss sold everything from sunglasses to homemade coconut sweet bread. And Kela’s jewelry.

“That makes sense. You’re good with math.”

“Keep me company tomorrow,” Lissy said. “Promise!” She stuck out her pinkie finger almost like she wanted to challenge Kela’s teacup manners.

Kela wanted to laugh, but her stomach rolled. In her twelve years, she had never broken a pinkie promise with Lissy.

She hooked her pinkie with Lissy’s.

“I promise.”

Farther down the beach, they came to a tall wooden fence that extended from the hill to the water’s edge. A large sign read “CORAL GARDENS CAVE—No Trespassing.”

They were at the border of one of St. Rita’s most beautiful nature parks. Hidden beneath the ground were sea-facing caves, natural rock pools, and a coral floor.

But it was also off-limits. Not only was access monitored with security cameras, it was dangerous to enter from this side of the park. Pop had often warned her that a wrong step on the slippery rocks could mean a nasty gash or, even worse, a steep fall and a broken neck.

“Maybe we’ll have better luck tomorrow,” Lissy said, kicking the sand and turning back the way they had come.

“Yeah,” Kela said. She turned too, then stopped.

A faint warbling hum like the singing of tree frogs floated on the breeze. She scanned the thick green hillside, but she wasn’t sure where it was coming from. What was it? Lissy walked ahead and didn’t seem to notice.

“Do you hear that?” Kela asked.

“Hear what?”

“That sound. I think it’s coming from up the hill.”

Lissy turned. “I don’t hear anything.”

Part of Kela knew she should let it go, but the sound called to her. She remembered the stories of magic that Mum had read to her. Lissy couldn’t hear it. Maybe it was just for Kela.

“I want to see where it’s coming from,” Kela said.

Lissy blinked. “You mean, climb up there?” She tilted her head in the direction of the slope.

“Just for a minute.” Kela scrambled up the bank. “Watch your step.”

“Kela!” Lissy stumbled behind her. “We’re not supposed to go up there.”

Kela clambered up the steep hill, over tree roots and rocks. Her foot slipped, but she grabbed a palm frond to steady herself.

The warbling hum trilled again, louder and more insistent. She cocked her head to pinpoint the sound. At the top of the hill, the ground leveled. A tree had fallen on a fence, splintering the wooden slats and creating an opening into the nature park.

“Wait!” Lissy huffed behind her. “Why are you doing this?”

Lissy was right. Pop would be furious if he knew she was here. And if the park’s security found them, they’d be in even more trouble.

Kela turned to her friend. “I have to look.”

She wished she could explain, but the feeling refused to be wrapped up in words. It was as if the strange humming sound had flowed over and around the pieces of Kela’s broken heart—and her heart wanted more. I hear you. I’m coming!

Kela climbed carefully over the tree and onto the other side of the fence. Lissy hesitated, then followed in silent acceptance.

A short distance away, Kela stopped. The hum pulsed loud in her ears.

The rocky ground had crumbled to form a sinkhole. Faint light glowed from below and Kela could see rough outcrops of rock that angled down.

“What’s down there?” she whispered, crouching low to peer into the pit.

Lissy shook her head. “You can’t . . . What if you get hurt?”

“I’ll be careful,” Kela said, turning backward and inching her way down. Step by slow step, she probed for solid footing and lowered her body into the void.

She didn’t realize she had been holding her breath until her feet touched bottom. She turned and squinted into the expanse of the cave.

An angular shape crouched in the sand a few feet ahead. Not rocks. Perhaps trash that had washed in from the ocean. It rested curiously out of place.

“Kela! Are you all right?” Lissy called. Her voice echoed off the cave walls.

“I’m fine,” Kela replied, waving at her friend, who was lying flat on the ground at the top of the hole. “Give me a minute.”

As she focused on the dim shape, the air bit with unnatural cold. Her skin pricked as she stepped gingerly across the sharp rocks. She extended her hand, undecided, then pulled the object from the coarse grit.

The hum stopped.

It was a box. A little bigger than the size of her hand and completely battered, nothing but barnacles and sea-worn wood. Its hinges oozed a rusty red. A tiny keyhole stared from its center.

Nothing betrayed its contents as she turned it over in her hands.

Kela looked around. When diving, there were rules about what you could take depending on where you were. But she wasn’t diving now. Still, this was a protected nature park, which meant the box was protected too.

A public nature park belonged to the people. She was St. Ritan. What’s here belongs to me too, at least in part, she reasoned.

Kela felt like she was in one of Mum’s folktales. The box breathed a strangeness she couldn’t shake. Small and crumbling, it seemed harmless. Her ears pounded with indecision.

Everything else had been taken from her. Yet here was something as lost and alone as she was. And it had called to her—had wanted her to find it.

“Kela!” Lissy yelled again.

“I’m coming!”

Kela’s fingers tightened around the box, and she shoved it into her bag.
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Chapter 3

Storm and Fury

Crick.

Crack.

This is a story.

Chasing the beats of her heart, the sea woman’s chest heaved as she swam.

“Calm yourself, Ophidia.”

Dusky waters caressed her face, reminding her that she was not alone. Even in the blackest trench, her mother’s ancient voice echoed.

“You are not new-spawned,” the sea whispered. “Use me to find what you need.”

Water flowed through the slits on her neck as Ophidia closed her eyes and slowed her breathing. She opened her mind to the currents. Memories seeped into her body.

The cavern waited as she had left it. Then, the seabed shook with unexpected force. Sand poured over coral banks like waterfalls, and vibrations buckled the ocean floor.

The cleft where she had so carefully hidden her box crumbled. Currents rushed and pulled it to the ocean floor. Tossed on the tides, it tumbled and pitched, until waves washed it into a place between land and sea, a coral cave. There it slumped, exposed and unprotected in the warm pools of salt and sand.

A membrane flicked across Ophidia’s unblinking eyes. The memory continued.

Tides rose and fell, light glowed and died—and still the box waited for her.

Then, two hazy forms appeared.

Ophidia’s lips pulled back in a guttural hiss. Humans. The dry rasp of their breathing grated in her ears. The sea woman bared her chiseled teeth. Powerless to change a memory, she watched.

One of the forms descended through a jagged hole into the cavern and found the age-blackened box. The human studied it, with no inkling of what it sheltered, then slipped it into a sack.

The image faded, and Ophidia’s mind shifted back to the ruined cavern. Her fear of death bled out by its dark twin. Anger.

She unfurled her rage. Like poison, it oozed. Waves swelled and churned, and the sky mirrored the waters. Rain and wind ripped the sky and exploded in a storm of emotion.

“Be still . . .” The sea’s words pierced her fury. “What is lost will return.” The current cooled the heat of her cheeks and settled the inky coils of her hair.

Relenting, Ophidia resolved to trust the sea. And magic.

She had once ignored the wisdom of the sea and had paid a terrible price. Her tail twitched. The memory rankled, and she pushed it away.

When a human opened her box and touched what was inside, she would know. Magic required that she make a bargain. A wish, in exchange for what she had taken long ago.

Her box might easily return, and the one who had taken it might feel blessed. But blessings did not always happen. A smile touched Ophidia’s lips. In some bargains, only she received what she wanted.

If she failed? In moonlight and foam, death would take her. Her tail flicked, a silent vow she would not allow that to happen.

Crick.

Crack.

The story is put on you.
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Chapter 4

Legends and Lore

A sharp crack made Kela turn quickly.

“What was that?” Lissy yelled.

Kela didn’t know. The atmosphere had changed. The air weighed heavy and damp on her skin, and her eyes squinted in the fading light. A rumbling drone rose high on the wind. The crack rang out again and Kela turned to see water surging in. In an instant, she knew. The sound was waves banking off the cave.

The tide was coming in. Fast.

Kela scrambled back to the sinkhole.

“The tide’s rising!” she shouted to Lissy.

“Hurry up!” Her friend thrust out her hand.

Kela grabbed Lissy’s outstretched hand, but her damp palm slipped and she fell back, scraping her knee against the rocks. The bag slid off her shoulder. She reached to catch it, but her fingers grasped empty air. The crack rang out again as the bag bounced hard off the rocks and careened back to the cave floor.

Blood trickled down Kela’s shaking leg. The wind howled and spit salty spray.

“Leave it!” Lissy yelled into the echoing hole.

Kela shook her head. She had come this far. It had called her. There was no way she was leaving without the box. She wiped her hand on her shorts and gripped the wall tight before lowering her body back down the face of the rock. When her feet touched the bottom, she grabbed the bag and slung it across her chest before she climbed again. At the top of the sinkhole, Lissy grabbed Kela’s hand with both of hers and pulled Kela free.

The sky churned gray and black, and sand pelted their skin like needles. Kela and Lissy stumbled across the fence and slid back down the hill. With the damp bag thumping against Kela’s side, they ran across the beach toward town.

Back at Kela’s house, they heard the shrill brrrng, brrrng of the phone from the kitchen.

“Where have you been?” Pop asked when Kela picked up. “Didn’t you see my note? I thought you’d be at the shop by now.” His voice was sharp, but there was more worry in it than anger.

“At the beach,” Kela said, trying to catch her breath. “We were looking for sea glass.”

“Who’s we?”

“Lissy. She’s right here.”

“Stay put. I’ll be home as soon as George and I lock up. I don’t like the look of this storm.” Pop hesitated. “But I’m really glad you two are spending time together.” The phone clicked and Kela hung up the receiver.

“Pop is coming,” Kela said as she grabbed two towels from the closet and gave one to her friend.

“What are you going to tell him?”

Kela didn’t answer. Instead she went into her room and opened a dresser drawer. She pulled out a dry T-shirt and shorts for herself and tossed some clothes to Lissy.

“Nothing right now,” Kela said.

Lissy frowned.

Kela wanted to say more, but a deep tiredness overcame her. Of course she wasn’t making sense. Nothing made sense.

They dried off in silence, peeling off shoes and socks and swapping wet clothes for dry.

“So, we’re learning a new song in choir practice,” Lissy said at last. “I have the solo.”

“It’s about time.” Kela grinned. “Sister Evers didn’t give it to Merlie again?”

“Sadly, no.” Lissy sighed and put on her best tragic expression. “Unfortunately, she’s visiting her family in the States for the summer.”

“I’m glad you finally got a chance to solo,” Kela replied. “You’re a much better singer.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“Look, you’re great at two things,” Kela said to her friend. “Words and music. Trust me.”

Lissy smiled and Kela felt a tiny piece of her old life fit back into place. She had missed this easy banter with her friend.

The front door jiggled.

“I’m here,” Pop called, knocking on the door to Kela’s room. She opened it to let him in. Tall and dark-skinned like her, Pop dropped some of his gear from the dive shop in the hall.

“I should take you back to your grannie, Lissy. I’m sure she’s worried about you out in this weather,” he said. “We had to cancel our dives for this afternoon. Are you ready?”

“Thank you, Mr. Hendy,” Lissy said quietly. “I just need to collect my clothes.” Pop had told her she could call him by his first name long ago instead of Mr. Boxhill, his and Kela’s last name. Lissy did, but her grandmother still insisted she add the “Mr.”

“Go ahead,” Pop said with a smile. “I’ll wait in the kitchen.”

Kela helped Lissy put her wet things into an old shopping bag. As Lissy turned toward the door, Kela grabbed her hand.

“Please don’t say anything about the box,” she said.

Lissy stared at her for a moment, then silently walked to the other room.

“I’ll be back as quick as I can,” Pop said to Kela. “The storm is getting bad.”

Kela nodded and hugged a towel to her shivering body. Lissy shot a puzzled look at her before she walked with Pop to the truck. Kela soon heard it rumble away.

Dim light flickered in Kela’s room. The storm thundered outside, and she hoped they wouldn’t lose power.

Kela glanced at the turquoise picture frame that sat on her nightstand. Their trip to the Barrow Nature Park, lush with St. Rita’s flora and fauna. Mum had leaned in to kiss her forehead, her dark locs tickling Kela’s cheeks. In her dreams, she could still feel the warmth of that kiss on her skin.

She stood over the canvas bag.

She imagined explaining to her father that she had broken a cardinal rule. She had taken something from a protected site. He wouldn’t care that it had been on land instead of underwater. As a dive instructor, he drilled that rule into tourists on each trip out on their boat. If it was important to him that she not remove shells from the beach, what would he think of this? A sick feeling churned in her stomach.

Kela shut her bedroom door. The tall hanging mirror banged against the wood. She kicked her wet clothes out of the way and craned to look at her sore knee.

She dotted it with ointment from the medicine cabinet and put a bandage on her scraped skin. The wind and slapping rain faded, like the world had decided to turn down its volume. Then she heard it.

The hum.

Picking up her bag, Kela sat on her bed. Taking a slow breath, she put her hand inside. A stabbing pain pierced her finger and she yanked her hand back out. A ragged splinter cut deep into her skin. She winced as she dug it out, then sucked her finger to stop the throbbing pain.

She peeked into the bag. The tumble down to the cave floor had damaged the box. Sharp fragments of wood jutted from one side. She twisted off the most finger-hungry pieces, then gingerly lifted out the box. The spongy wood slid beneath her fingers, and her heart ratcheted. Water sloshed. She pushed and pried, but no matter what she did, the lid stayed shut.

Kela wondered if the box had come from a shipwreck. Miss Inniss said that in the old days, the sea had become angry at the merchants who’d grown rich on the backs of the Africans dragged across the ocean against their will. Storm after storm often battered the islands and ports, and St. Rita’s waters bore the scattered bones of several trading ships from long ago.

Currents were strong. Tossed in the ocean, the box may have tumbled for ages.

Thinking about shipwrecks reminded her of her mother. Mum might have known a story about old boxes hidden in the sea. It had been her job to collect stories, mysterious and magical, from all around the islands.

Mum’s great-grannie had been a storyteller. Just like Miss Inniss. And like Lissy would be someday. She had once told Mum about a girl, a long-long-ago aunt, who’d been swept away by the sea and lost forever. When Grannie Montrose died, there was no one to keep the family stories except Mum. She had made it her life’s work to save them.

Guilt still pinched. It was a job Kela hadn’t appreciated. No matter how hard she wished, she couldn’t take back what she had said to Mum. The slamming front door and the echo of her words, “I hate you,” hung in the air. She couldn’t jam the replay of that last morning with her mother any more than she could stop the heavy tightness in her chest.

So what did it matter?

Kela stuffed the box back into the canvas satchel. Her fingertips tingled. She couldn’t fool herself. It did matter. Something inside the box had called to her. Led her to its hiding place deep in that cave. But why? She glanced at her bag.

Whatever was inside better be worth the trouble she would be in if Pop found out.
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