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Dedication

For my mom, Judie Snyder,

who taught me to see the magic that is all around us.
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All her life, Maddy Adriana had felt pulled.

In her twelve years of being alive, that feeling had gotten Maddy into far more trouble than anything else. After all, group home leaders didn’t much like it when you wandered off after something no one else could see or hear. Probably they liked it even less than real parents—although, to be fair, Maddy had never had real parents, so her knowledge of them could be measured as either exactly zero or as what she saw in the movies, which was basically the same thing. And even though she didn’t like getting in trouble, didn’t like it at all, it was hard to stay put when you felt as though you had a rope around your heart pulling you toward . . . something.

Maddy loved that feeling. It was perhaps her favorite thing in the world, that moment of knowing there was magic right around the corner and it was calling her. Of course, she didn’t tell anyone what she saw, not anymore. It turned out that no one actually wanted to hear about magic, even if they loved it in books. And it wasn’t as though the other group home kids ever liked her that much to start with. She was always the weird new kid.

And now here she was, being sent to yet another group home. This time, though, it was because she was sick. Maddy tried to push that thought out of her mind and instead wondered what everyone else would be like. Maybe she could start fresh, make some friends? Then again, maybe all the other kids at this home were sicker than she was. Maybe they stayed in bed all the time. Maybe the people who ran this home would make her stay in bed all the time! That thought was the worst one yet.

The problem was that no one knew what was wrong with her. She had already spent two terrible months in bed while a team of exhausted county doctors discussed her as though she weren’t there. In the end, they had shrugged their collective shoulders, written “heart murmur” on her medical form as their best guess, and prescribed pills for her to take when her heart raced and her vision went dark. Then they advised the county to transfer her to the Venice Beach Home for Children, which was designed for kids who, like Maddy, were sick and deemed to need Extra Attention.

Maddy hated Extra Attention.

So now here she was, sitting on the county bus on her way to the home for sick kids, staring out the open window. She twisted the silver bracelet around her wrist as she watched the scenery go by. Her skateboard, by far her most prized possession after her bracelet, was tucked protectively under her feet. The bus driver knew her, so he didn’t even bother trying to put her skateboard into the luggage hold below the bus. He always called Maddy “Hot Rod”—which wasn’t at all who she was, but she liked it nonetheless.

It was a glorious summer day, the very best kind of day to not spend on a bus, and the sidewalks were packed with people on their way to or from the beach. The sun beat down through the bus window, burnishing the brown of Maddy’s shoulders and turning the black of her thick, wavy hair into a blanket of warmth. Everyone outside was laughing, happy, calling to one another. The air smelled of sunblock and ocean, and whenever the bus crept through an intersection, Maddy could see flashes of glittering blue sea. She listened to the rhythm of the traffic swishing by and wondered if the Venice Beach Home for Children would be close enough to the beach to walk. She listened to the rhythm of her own flawed heart. She tried not to listen too closely to the rhythm of all the happy people outside, with friends and families of their own.

“Do all new homes do that same introduction game?” came a small voice next to her. Maddy started and turned to the girl sharing her bus seat, whose name was something pretty that started with a T and had a rhythm like a waterfall. Waterfall T was much younger than Maddy and clearly nervous; she sat on her hands and bounced a little in her seat. Maddy smiled at her.

“You mean the one where you have to remember everyone’s name and say what they’re bringing to the picnic?” asked Maddy. When the girl nodded, Maddy replied, “Not all of them, but a lot do.”

“Oh,” said Waterfall T quietly. “I like that game.” And then she blinked hard, twice. Maddy knew that blink. That was the blink that said, I had friends at my old home, and a life, and now they are sending me someplace where I don’t know anyone. What if they yell? What if no one likes me?

That blink was one of the worst parts of being a group home kid.

“Want to play a game I made up?” asked Maddy. She hardly ever played Something Perfect with anyone else, not since she’d realized that she could see and hear things that others couldn’t. While she could usually recognize magic right away, every now and then something that was magic looked normal, and something that was normal looked magic. She loved that she could see the magic, but she didn’t love the way other kids treated her when they couldn’t, so she had learned it was safer to not mention it. But Waterfall T looked so sad. Maddy would just have to be extra careful to only choose things that were clearly, plainly Not Magic, things she was sure everyone could see.

Waterfall T stopped bouncing. “Okay,” she said.

“Here’s how you play,” said Maddy. “We both look out the window and find one thing that we think is perfect. Then we tell each other what it is and decide which one we like best. Okay?”

Waterfall T chewed her lower lip. “Like what?”

Maddy paused. What Something Perfects had she seen lately that she knew for sure weren’t magic? “Um . . . like a flower growing out of the sidewalk. Or, um, a plastic bag that’s floating in the air like a parachute. Things like that.”

Waterfall T grinned and pointed out the window. “Like that dog with a purple collar?”

“Nice job!” said Maddy. “See? You’re a natural.”

Maddy turned back to the window to take her turn. A man rode by on a bicycle, a battered surfboard tucked under one arm and his hair in dark ropes down his back. His bike frame, wheels, and handlebars were decorated with furry yellow fabric, and purple lights flashed from his spokes.

“There,” said Maddy. “That bike.”

Waterfall T leaned halfway across Maddy to look and then nodded vigorously. “You win! Now you go first.”

And so it was that Maddy was looking carefully out the window when the bus crawled past a sign that read Welcome to Venice, CA, which was right next to a low concrete wall with blue waves painted across the bottom. So it was that she noticed when the biggest cat she had ever seen jumped to the top of that wall. So it was that she was paying close attention when the cat turned to look right her, as though on purpose.

Maddy leaned eagerly toward the window. Even from here, she could see the cat was magic. The cat’s nose was flat and broad, its tail thin and tufted, and the fur around its head was long enough to maybe count as a mane. Running along either side of its spine were twin ridges of fur, like a punk feline haircut. Most of all, its eyes were round like a person’s, not slitted like a normal cat’s. Something feral and ancient stirred within them.

Maddy had once lived in a suburb near the mountains, where bobcats hunted at night. This cat looked a little like that . . . and a little like nothing she had ever seen before.

“Did you find something?” asked Waterfall T, who showed no sign of seeing the cat.

“Not yet,” said Maddy slowly.

And then, as though stenciled by an unseen hand, small, neat letters appeared on the wall just beneath the cat. They were midnight blue in color and written in a beautiful flowing script, one letter at a time, to spell out two words:

why

not?

Quietly but distinctly, Maddy’s heart went, tug.

At the same time, the bus—which had been rickety at best the entire trip—shuddered mightily, backfired twice, and came to a complete stop. The cat jumped down from the wall, trotted past a mural of cartoon bunnies inexplicably bursting out of the neck of a tuxedo jacket, and then disappeared behind a building. Maddy craned her neck, trying to see where the cat had gone, but a small whimper next to her snapped her attention back.

Waterfall T looked a little frightened. Maddy knew that look, too, the look of everything being out of your control. She tore her mind away from the magic outside and nudged Waterfall T with her shoulder.

“Look at that,” said Maddy, pointing at the bunnies in the mural. She leaned in close so the other girl could hear her over the whoops of a bunch of bored kids on a bus that had just broken down within walking distance of the beach. Waterfall T rubbed one hand across her nose and looked where Maddy pointed. Her face folded into confusion.

“Why are there rabbits in that suit?” she asked.

“Just because, I think,” said Maddy, relieved that Waterfall T could actually see the mural. She had been a little worried that something so wonderful had to be magic. The cartoon bunnies were adorable, giant ears attached to black button eyes and little black noses. “That’s what makes it perfect.”

Waterfall T was saved from having to reply by the bus driver, holding his phone in one hand, announcing that yes, the bus was broken down, yes, he was calling for a replacement, and no, they weren’t going to stay on the bus and swelter in this heat. Maddy grabbed her skateboard and followed everyone off the bus as the driver, phone to ear, tried to keep kids from running off. When she stepped out, he looked at her over his phone and mouthed, “Hey, Hot Rod, you got your pills, right?”

Maddy nodded, and—because she knew that grown-ups liked to be reassured—patted the pocket where she kept her heart medicine. The bus driver gave her a thumbs-up and then returned to his call.

Waterfall T was now talking to someone else, so Maddy stood alone next to the bunny mural. She couldn’t see the beach but she could feel it, like a deep, salty invitation. A strange fluttery feeling settled into her stomach.

why

not?

A pack of teenagers, half of them in board shorts pulled too low around their hips and the other half in shorts and bikini tops, came toward her, joking loudly with each other. She stepped out of their way and almost got plowed over by a smiling family with two tottering kids holding plastic buckets and shovels.

Maddy was way too old to still think her parents were out there somewhere, coming for her someday. Even so, she couldn’t help feeling a small, sharp pang whenever she saw a family like that. She looked away and blinked, the same blink Waterfall T had done earlier.

She didn’t want to go to a new home, either. She didn’t want Extra Attention. What she wanted—what she had always wanted—was to follow the magic.

why

not?

The words circled through her mind. Behind her, the other kids goofed off while the bus driver yelled at them to keep it down, will ya, I’m on the phone! Maddy closed her eyes and let it all resolve into a rhythm, the kids and the bus driver and the sounds of vacation and beach and boardwalk. It washed over her, bringing with it a damp coolness that hadn’t been there a moment before. Something had shifted; she could hear it in the rhythm around her.

She opened her eyes. Sure enough, a patch of white fog that hadn’t been there before was drifting toward them like an exhaled breath on a cold day. Pale tendrils curled over the sidewalk as it floated closer, wispy and nebulous. Where the sunlight hit it, it looked aglow.

Maddy glanced at the bus driver, who was now yelling into his phone, “I can’t be responsible for twenty-three kids—in VENICE BEACH, no less—what are you thinking?” And then she glanced back at the fog.

It was definitely Something Perfect.

It was also definitely magic.

Tug, went her heart.

Behind her, the bus driver was shouting, “. . . twenty-three kids! TWENTY-THREE!” over and over, as though that would somehow make the person on the other end of the phone hurry up and do something.

The strange white fog was tumbling faster now. It flowed past Waterfall T and the other kids, straight to the bus driver. For the briefest of moments, it rose up to wrap him in a foggy hug, and the air smelled suddenly of salt and wildness, of dusted cinnamon sugar and fried dough. Maddy inhaled deeply, chills dancing down her arms. Then the fog burned away, as quickly as it had come.

“Twenty-two kids!” the bus driver was yelling. “TWENTY-TWO!!!”

A quiet roar filled Maddy’s ears.

The bus driver hung up the phone. Heart pounding, Maddy watched as he gathered up the other kids and herded them back onto the broken bus to wait, yelling over their protests that he had to, that insurance said so, that it wasn’t his fault. She watched as he marked each child against a list on the clipboard he held in his hands. She watched as he double-checked his clipboard, did a last head count, and climbed onto the bus without ever once turning back.

Maddy’s chills turned to wave after wave of warmth, as though she were drawing heat from the sun-drenched pavement beneath her.

why

not?

Waterfall T sat by herself in the same place on the bus, chewing on her fingernail, not even looking for a seatmate who had disappeared. And then the bus started up, the driver giving a muffled exclamation of surprise. Maddy wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed as the bus began to inch forward, her pulse so strong she could feel it against her arms.

No one on the bus so much as turned around to look at her. No one shouted, “Hey, you forgot the girl with the skateboard!” No bus driver said, “Hey, Hot Rod, get your behind up here!”

Maddy put her skateboard on the ground and stepped onto it with one foot. She knew what she should do. Of course she did. She should yell and wave her arms and run after the bus. She should remind the bus driver that he was supposed to take her to the home for sick kids. She should turn away from Something Perfect, from the magic that had appeared in glimpses her whole entire life but that now seemed to be kicking the door wide open for her, and she should pretend she hadn’t seen it at all.

But she had. For a moment, want battled should.

And then, somewhere down by the sea, a drumbeat began. It was followed by another, and then another, the rhythm ricocheting off the buildings. At the same time, a movement by Maddy’s feet caught her eye. More words were forming next to her skateboard, words of the same midnight blue as the words on the wall.

you

are

here

Her skateboard seemed alive beneath her feet, willing her to move, to go. Maddy Adriana stood up straighter. She patted her pocket to be sure her of pills—because the truth was, grown-up worry was contagious. And then, heart fluttering like wings, she pushed off toward the sound of the drums, so overwhelmed by the sudden taste of caramel and buttered popcorn in her mouth that she didn’t even notice the dozen pairs of black painted bunny eyes that followed her movement down the street.
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The last time Maddy had said the word magic out loud, she had been eight years old. A magnificent golden butterfly the size of a dinner plate had landed on her arm. It had tickled and made her laugh, and she had followed it when it fluttered away. It wasn’t until later, when she tried to explain why she had run off from the group home picnic, that she realized no one else had seen the butterfly. Nor had anyone seen the others just like it that were swooping around her when the group home leader found her three blocks away. Before this, grown-ups had written off Maddy’s stories as imagination, smiling indulgently and patting her on the head. This time, she had been sent to bed early after a scolding on how she was old enough to know better and a lecture on why lying was bad.

But she didn’t lie, and she did know better. She knew better than anyone that magic was real. After all, she had worn it on her wrist for as long as she could remember.

Now, as she steered her skateboard down the Venice boardwalk through throngs of tourists and street vendors, past a mural of an animal that looked like a cross between a cheetah, a wolf, and a unicorn, and by a man wearing a tiara that flashed green and blue lights, Maddy glanced down at her silver bracelet. It glimmered in the bright beach sunshine, and her name—Madeline Adriana, which was engraved on it in lovely flowing letters—caught the light. Her bracelet had been her only identification, or so she had been told, when she was found as a one-year-old on the doorstep of a county office.

She still had the bracelet—or, rather, it still had her. One unbroken piece of silver with no hook or clasp, it had grown as she grew, stretched as she stretched, and it cradled her wrist the way Maddy imagined a mother might cradle her child. It looked like a regular bracelet until you knew it didn’t come off, and it reminded her that someone, somewhere, had cared about her enough to write her name on a piece of silver and make sure she always had it with her.

She loved it more than anything.

Not having to explain about the bracelet was the only good thing about moving so many times: she was never in one place long enough for anyone to ask. If they had, she wouldn’t know what to say. She had studied every book about magic she could find, searching for any hints or clues. She had found stories of changelings and Fairyland and flying carpets; stories of furniture that transported you to other worlds and stories of creepy button-eyed families. But nothing about a bracelet you couldn’t take off.

Now, as Maddy followed the sound of the drums, a strange lightness filled her. She had transferred from home to home enough to know that every place had a different feel. Some places were full of rush and push and hurry, so that the very air could barely catch its breath. Some places were sleepy and didn’t like to be disturbed. But a place where everyone was laughing and there were murals on almost every wall was like a parade, a place to get happily lost and watch the world as it wandered past.

Maddy loved parades.

Along one side of the Venice boardwalk were shops that sold T-shirts and food and books and crystals; along the other were tents with henna tattoo artists, jewelry makers, and fortune-tellers. Past the boardwalk was a bike path that snaked through the sand, jam-packed with cyclists and skaters, and past that was the sparkling blue ocean, the beach thick with sunbathers. Something about it felt like a memory to Maddy, as though she had dreamed about this place a very long time ago. Her skateboard wheels made their own rhythm as they hit each crack in the buckled pavement: cla-chunk, cla-chunk, cla-chunk, and she clicked off a counter-rhythm in her head: badum cla-chunk badadum cla-chunk badum cla-chunk badadum cla-chunk.

Now Maddy could see the drum circle on the sand, the drummers themselves hidden by a huge dancing, swaying crowd. She came to a rolling stop, grabbed her board, and hurried across the beach toward them. Soft, hot sand squished into her flip-flops and oozed between her toes.

At the edge of the drum circle the sound was deafening and wonderful. Maddy wanted to see the drummers, to watch how they were making the rhythm happen. Doing her best not to bump into any of the dancing, sun-warm bodies, she snaked her way through the crowd, the smell of sunblock and sweat stinging her nose. She squeezed between two people in sarongs and bikini tops and then she was there, near the drummers at the center. At least twenty of them strutted and played. Some had drums held in straps that went over their backs or across their shoulders; some had drums they hit from both sides; some made their drums sound like talking. The breeze picked up the rhythm and flung it through the air, weaving it together like a perfect, Maddy-sized hammock where she could rest.

It was the most glorious thing she had ever heard.

Maddy set her skateboard on the sand, tapping her leg to keep time and singing along under her breath. The beat ebbed and flowed, now loud and now soft, fast to slow to fast again. It was as though someone had reached into her heart and pulled out exactly how she felt, the longing and wonder and worry and magic, and put it all into a rhythm. One of the drummers caught her eye and dipped his head at her, and Maddy smiled back. It lasted only a split second—the drummer saw someone he knew and turned his attention elsewhere, yelling, “Yo, Skeeter Chen!” —but it left Maddy feeling warm and welcome.

She followed the drummer’s gaze to see a boy about her own age, who yelled back, “Yo, Anthony M.!” Like her, the boy—Skeeter Chen, Maddy guessed—had a skateboard. Unlike her, he held his board by one hand so it dangled at his side in a stance of careless-cool. In fact, this boy was all skater-boy cool, from his black clothing to his short, spiked black hair. Kids who looked like that, like they knew exactly who they were and where they belonged, made Maddy a little nervous. Just then, though, the boy noticed Maddy looking at him and flashed her a grin, his whole face becoming friendly and open. Maddy flushed, then shyly smiled back.

The drummers played a complicated little riff, like ten rhythms at once all piled on top of one another, and Maddy’s attention snapped away from the cool skater boy and back to the drummers. The one who had nodded at her seemed to be the leader, and his hands moved in a precise rhythm, never stopping. Sometimes he would yell out a formless word and play a short, fast beat, da-da-da-da, da-da-da-DA, and then everyone would change rhythm all at the same time. Maddy could tell it was coming when his arms, muscled and coated with a thin sheen of sweat, would bunch up. She kept her eyes on him, trying to find the secret that told everyone what rhythm he wanted them to play.

If she hadn’t been watching so closely, she might not have noticed when he raised one callused hand and tossed a handful of sand into the air.

The rhythm rose. Someone shouted. Someone else blew a whistle, shrilly, three times.

The sand he had thrown was snaking through the air, forming the vague, glimmering outline of a person . . . then two people . . . then five . . . then seven. Maddy drew in a quick breath and rose to her tiptoes, her hand on her bracelet. Slowly, the sand outlines filled in to become seven people—all just a little older than Maddy. At first they were shimmery and translucent, but then they became solid. Their skin was lightly striped the color of the ocean at night, and their hair—the same steely blue but with more of a silvery sheen—cascaded over their muscular shoulders in twists that reminded Maddy of sea serpents. Their eyes shone dark brown and aqua, wet rock gray and deep teal. When the sunlight caught their striped skin, Maddy could just make out fine, silvery scales.

And then they began to dance.

Their feet touched down lightly on the heads of the drummers, their movements sinewy and fluid, arms flung wide and graceful as they wove through the air like eels. They found each beat and tangled it into something syncopated and gorgeous before freeing it to meet itself on the other side. Then, slowly and with excruciating beauty, they started to slide their bodies into shapes so impossible, so completely boneless and astonishing, that Maddy couldn’t help but cry out in delight. Each one was more flexible and each pose more unimaginable than the last.

Maddy tore her eyes from the dancers and glanced around. Could anyone else see this? Her eyes locked with the skater boy’s across the circle, and his grin grew wider. Right? his grin seemed to say. It’s amazing!

One of the sand dancers put her hands on the lead drummer’s shoulders and lifted up into a handstand above him, her back curving into the shape of a crescent moon until her legs extended by her ears, practically resting on her shoulders with her toes pointed out in front of her. Then another dancer leaped up, his hands on the first girl’s shoulders, and gracefully took the same pose . . . and then another, and another . . . until all seven of them were stacked into a tower of curved spines and scales, shimmery hair and sunlight, all balanced on the lead drummer’s shoulders as he played. Silhouetted against the sunlight, the dancer on the top shifted all her weight to one arm, extended the other arm out to her side, and straightened her legs into the splits. She opened her mouth and grinned. Row upon row of sharp teeth like a shark’s lined her jaws.

Maddy felt as though she might float away with the beauty of it, as though her heart might fly out of her body. She couldn’t help it. She started to clap.

The deep gray eyes of the girl in the splits went wide with shock, and seven heads swiveled to stare. For the space of a heartbeat nothing stirred; even the rhythm seemed to hitch. Then all seven of them pushed off into the air, somersaulting in prisms of color over the heads of the crowd.

Without thinking, Maddy grabbed her skateboard and turned to push her way out of the drum circle after them. They were waiting for her, ribbons of sand sloughing from their skin to form little mounds on the beach. Maddy raced up and then stood there, unsure what to say.

Finally, one of the dancers spoke, and his voice was like faraway waves. “You can see us?” he asked.

“Yes,” Maddy said, a little breathlessly.

All but one of them—the tallest one, who was standing in front with crossed arms—broke into peals of laughter that sounded like the clicking of lobster claws. The dancer who had spoken to her did a pirouette in the air, landed gracefully on another’s shoulders, and bent down to kiss the top of Maddy’s head.

“Come, hurry!” he cried. “Before we are gone!” The dancers turned as one—all but the tall dancer in the front, who frowned at Maddy first—and ran, leaping through the air in long, wide-legged ballet leaps, shedding glittering sand as they began to dissolve.

Fireworks exploded inside Maddy. This time, she wasn’t going to let something magic get away. She took off after them, not even caring that her heart was racing or that her vision might start to go dark at the edges, not even caring that what she was supposed to do when this happened was stop and take a pill and lie down until she felt normal again.

But she wasn’t normal. If she was honest with herself, she had never been normal. For it was only then, with a strange but familiar rhythm pulsing through her veins, that Maddy was drenched with the unshakable certainty that she had been here before.
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Maddy caught up to the sand dancers at the mouth of a pier that jutted out over the water like a long runway with a rounded end. All seven of them were in deep discussion, huddled together in the kind of circle that Maddy had learned to avoid in group homes. The dancers were dissolving steadily now, so from certain angles they looked simply like swirls of sand. Maddy stumbled up to them, holding her side and panting, her feet burning and tired. Running in sand was hard!

“Um . . . hi,” said Maddy, the words fumbling out of her. She had never actually had a conversation with magic before, and suddenly she didn’t know what to say. “That was, um, that was amazing!”

The tall dancer, the one who had frowned at her, stepped forward, her lovely features pressed into a look of distrust. “We can’t talk to you,” she said flatly. Sand poured from her.

“But, Josi,” said the one who had spoken before. “She can see us! She should go down the pier, just in case—”

“Be quiet, Emmon!” snapped Josi. “You know we’re not supposed to interact with anyone new. We’re probably already in trouble. We’d better get Vanessa.”

The other sand dancers murmured uncertainly. But Emmon shook his head and said, “No. I’m tired of waiting. She can see us!” He did a flip and landed in front of Maddy, the smell of sea on his skin. “Go down the pier,” he said softly. “Just . . . just try.”

Maddy glanced at the pier. It was long and keyhole-shaped, with tall iron gates marking its entrance. The gates were wide open, but chains dangling from them told her they must be locked at some point. The pier had short concrete walls topped with wooden railings and was lined with lampposts, seagulls perched on top of almost every one. A blue wooden lifeguard station on stilts stood just inside the gates. Beneath the pier, surfers bobbed in the water near the pilings, watching the waves.

Maddy turned back to the dancers, about to ask what was special about the pier, but where Emmon had been there was now a small pile of sparkling sand.

“Wait!” cried Maddy as more of the dancers disappeared. She had so many questions! “Are you . . . is this . . . you are real, right?”

It wasn’t what she had meant to ask, of course. As soon as the question left her lips, she wished that she could grab it back. There was so much else she wanted to know, so many better questions than that one, but it was too late. Only Josi remained now, and she leaned in so close that Maddy could count the ragged rows of pointed, bluish teeth. Maddy took a step back.

It was the first time she could ever remember stepping away from magic. She wasn’t sure she liked it.

“Define real,” said Josi, and then she winked out and was gone.

Maddy stared at the spot where Josi had been, and then turned to look down the pier. She was still a little shaken, but the pier looked perfectly normal, the way it should look on a crowded summer weekend. Tourists snapped photos, skateboarders and inline skaters wove through openings in the crowd, and fishermen leaned on the railing to watch their lines in the water. At the end of the pier, where it opened into a large circle, two benches sat back-to-back. And just past the end of the pier, a fog bank was drifting in, strange and white like the fog that had enveloped the bus driver.

Tug, went her heart.

The fog crept closer, playing tricks with the sunlight. It made the end of the pier look as though it were bathed in a soft magenta light. A shirtless lifeguard in red shorts and a whistle around his neck came down from his tower and explained to a family with a gaggle of small children that yes, there was a fog bank coming in, but no, they didn’t have to worry as there were never summer storms in Venice.

The lifeguard was wrong. Maddy could sense the storm coming by the way the rhythm of the air had changed. A wisp of fog swirled by her like drifting smoke. At the end of the pier, the odd magenta glow shifted to indigo.

A thrill of anticipation raced up Maddy’s spine. She loved storms. Hugging her skateboard, she stepped through the iron gates onto the pier.

“Theydies and gentlethems . . .” whispered a voice.

Maddy froze. A cool breeze lifted her hair from her shoulders and picked up bits of fishing wire and plastic and tinfoil from the ground, spinning them into miniature tornadoes. She took another step.

“. . . elders and wee ones . . .”

Maddy could hardly breathe now, and her heart pounded against her ribs. One more step.

“. . . and especially those between and betwixt and more than the sum of their parts . . .”

Without really knowing why, Maddy broke into a run toward the end of the pier. At the same time, the storm hit, the summer storm that Venice never had. Waves that had been light and playful were suddenly at full roar, crashing into the pier, sending spray onto Maddy’s skin like a damp kiss. Wind buffeted her and her feet slapped out a rhythm on the concrete; people around her jumped out of her way, shouting, “Slow down!” and “Look out!” The lifeguard had grabbed a red buoy from the side of the tower and was rushing people back to their cars, alternating between blowing his whistle and shouting directions.

Maddy ran faster, shivers running across her whole body as she pushed against the people streaming the other way. Her feet played a backbeat against the concrete, a drumbeat of expectation. Below her in the now-choppy sea, surfers climbed out of the water, their wetsuits shining like sealskin. She ducked around a balding man as the wind lifted his baseball cap from his head. For a moment, Maddy could swear it became a top hat.

The wind and fog engulfed her and she leaned into the feel of the storm on her skin. The last of the people fishing at the end of the pier hurried past, their poles whipping in the wind as a wave crashed over the railing. Maddy sidestepped the water and kept running. At the end of the pier, the light turned a deep, perfect purple.

Behind her, something yowled.

Still running, Maddy looked back. A low shape was swirling out of the fog, taking form as the huge tawny cat she had seen earlier from the bus window. It was hurtling toward her at full speed. She had just enough time to think that a cat in a storm was perhaps the strangest thing yet—didn’t cats hate water?—but then the cat began to grow. Its body filled out, becoming more and more muscled, and the fur around its head darkened into a thick, majestic mane. Its face broadened and took on a sleek fierceness. The two ridges of fur along its back stretched and feathered, forming copper-colored wings that beat against the wind—once, twice, three times—easily lifting what was now a winged lion into the air. Maddy gasped as it overtook her, flying so close that she could see the water droplets beading like miniature worlds on its fur. Its paws were the size of tires, its tail a tufted whip.

“Wait!” cried Maddy, flinging out one arm to . . . do what? Grab a gigantic flying lion in midair? The lion soared past, smelling of musk and wetness. It did not wait.

Maddy’s skin felt electric, as though it might light up of its own accord, and she was almost ill with excitement. Moisture from the fog gathered on her eyelashes and sent rainbow prisms dancing in her vision. A trash can tipped onto its side, shreds of paper and plastic flying from its mouth as it rolled. Off in the sea, a swell like a wall of water began to form.

The light at the end of the pier turned a rich gold.

“Wait!” screamed Maddy again. But the storm ripped the word from her mouth as the winged lion flew straight over the pier railing and into the wall of water barreling toward them, disappearing behind it.

Maddy raced to the end of the pier, heaving for breath as she let the railing catch her. Wind and fog and salt water clawed at her eyes, but even so she could see the immense wall of water building above her—the immense wall of water that was about to crash down on top of her. She dropped her skateboard and tucked into herself as everything flashed into slow-motion dreaminess: the rolling of the wave as it crested, the small fish silhouetted inside of it, the blue of the water changing to a translucent green.

And then it crashed
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