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      Selena's hands trembled as she crammed clothes haphazardly into her bulging suitcase. Her stomach churned with apprehension. Today was the dreaded move to Madderly Bay. As the train pulled away from London, true panic set in. She desperately texted her dad, seeking any shred of comfort, but he was powerless to help. Selena gazed out at the fading city, leaving her home behind with a heavy heart.

      “Who are you texting, Sweetie?” Selena's mum Fiona chirped.

      “No one,” Selena muttered, sinking into her seat. Nerves twisted inside her as the train barreled towards the unknown.

      “Oh, Babycakes, you're going to love our new home! It's blissful,” her mum gushed, clasping her hands in delight. “I spent the most amazing childhood summers there with Great Aunt Ada.” Her mum threw her arms wide as if trying to hug the memory. “The sun was always shining, and I'd build the most spectacular sandcastles on the beach.”

      Skeptical, Selena asked, “Was it really sunny all the time? We are talking about the English summer.” She tried to picture it but wasn't sold on her mum's description.

      “Well, maybe there was the odd drizzle.” She waved her hand flippantly. “But that didn't stop me from constructing the most elaborate castles with seashell turrets and moats.”

      She leaned in conspiratorially. “I even made friends with a family of crabs. They were loyal subjects in my seaside kingdom.”

      She gazed out the window as the gloomy landscape rushed by. “Do we have to go?” Selena pleaded, turning back to her mum. “I don't want to leave London.”

      “Oh, don't be silly.” Her mum fluttered her hands as if shooing away Selena's concerns. “You'll have the time of your life there. That charming old mansion welcomed me each evening with the perfume of climbing roses as I snuggled into bed.”

      Selena sighed, her doubts lingering as the train clattered on. No matter how idyllic her mum made it sound, apprehension still gnawed at Selena's stomach. She stared out at the increasingly overcast sky and let out another uneasy sigh, wishing she could share her mum's delight instead of dreading what awaited them.

      Night fell as they arrived. The chilling rain and inky black sky made Selena's pulse race faster as she stepped onto the deserted platform. This foreboding place would be her new normal. Icy rain needled Selena's skin as she dragged her suitcase, struggling to keep up with her mum's vivid red hair whipping ahead. Sinister waves slammed against the slick black railings as they hurried along the harbor wall. The forceful sea reached out to her as if trying to claim Selena—as it had once before.

      Panic rose in her chest. Her breath grew rapid and shallow, almost lost in the roar of the crashing surf. She quickened her pace along the narrow walkway, eager to outrun the grasping waves. But they chased her relentlessly, spraying her back with freezing sea foam.

      Selena's heart raced faster with each step, the churning waves roaring in her ears. The icy sea breeze blasted her back, intent on pushing her forward into the unknown. She gripped the railing with white knuckles and forced herself onward along the cliffside path. She had to keep going or risk being swallowed by the growing darkness.

      Selena tried to stay hopeful as she made her way along the cliffside path, the sea swirling below. Her mum had inherited this mansion from Aunt Ada after her sudden passing three months prior. Mum claimed the old house was “blissful,” but Selena struggled to share that optimistic view, anxiety creeping in as the wind whipped her raincoat.

      As Selena rounded the bend, the mansion came into full view. The tall house loomed, silhouetted against the night sky, both enticing and menacing. Selena quickened her pace, eager to get out of the cold and into the dubious shelter of the house. Suppressing a shudder, she tried to reassure herself that it was better to be inside than out here being tossed around by the elements.

      As she reached the house, a shiver went down her back as she took in the narrow attic windows, which were like eyes peering down ominously. Shingles hung from the roof like gnarled teeth, hungry and waiting. Selena clenched her jaw, clinging to the hope that living here had to be better than their cramped rental flat, no matter how foreboding the place appeared.

      The roof bulged and shifted under the light of the moon. It flinched at the weight of the pelting rain as if it were alive, breathing. Selena jumped at a squeak and a clank beside her. A rusty gate hung from a broken fence, waving in the wind. Her fear morphed into disgust.

      Her mum had lied: this was no charming retreat but a rotting relic.

      As they approached the front door, a bloodcurdling wail pierced the air. Selena froze, clutching her mum's arm. “What was that?”

      Her mum chuckled uneasily as she clasped a key in one hand. “Just the wind, Sweetie, I'm sure,” she promised, but Selena couldn't shake the sense something creepy lurked inside this mansion. The tall pines shuddered against the storm, concealing dark secrets and unseen eyes watching their every move. A big creak spilled from the hinges as her mum finally unlocked the door.

      Her mum pushed the heavy front door open, and a strange energy burst forth.

      “That's weird,” Selena uttered as an unusual tingle ran down her spine.

      “It just needs some fresh air!” her mum replied cheerily, flipping on the overhead light. Its dim glow only amplified her mum's excited smile. “When Great Aunt Ada left me this house, I knew our luck was finally changing. The stars have aligned for us, Selena—you'll see.”

      Selena rolled her eyes as her mum took a deep, contented breath. To her mum, the musty old mansion was permeated with some special, mystical aura. But to Selena, their sudden inheritance had simply come at the perfect time. They'd fallen behind on rent at the last place and barely escaped eviction by hastily packing their things and catching the first train out. This was less destiny and more dumb luck.

      “There's a special energy in this place. I can feel it,” her mum said, giving Selena a quick peck on the head before striding off, her boots echoing on the wooden floors as she explored further.

      Selena sighed, wandering slowly behind. She loved her mum, quirks and superstitions included, but wished she could see things more clearly. This was just an old house, not some magical new beginning. Still, Selena had to admit, it beat getting tossed onto the streets.

      Despite narrowly avoiding homelessness yet again, Selena felt anything but lucky as she looked around this creepy old mansion. Her mum told her one of her dad’s rare child support payments had arrived just in time to pay for the moving van, which was coming tomorrow to bring all their stuff to the house.

      At least we can live here rent free now. One less thing for Mum to stress about.

      “Chin up. This place could be charming,” Fiona announced.

      Selena trailed behind, unconvinced. Her actress mum was relentlessly optimistic, even though she rarely got roles. They were constantly doing midnight flits when the latest waitressing gig dried up, and they couldn't pay rent. Selena had lost count of how many times she'd packed her meager belongings and fled by the skin of their teeth. She considered herself an expert on living out of suitcases.

      “Don't be such a Negative Nelly,” Fiona trilled. “I can feel it in my bones—this will be our forever home.”

      Selena suppressed an eye roll. The bones hadn't steered them well so far. But she had to admit, creepy was preferable to homeless. She'd make the best of it, as always.

      Fiona grabbed Selena's hand in the darkness and led her through the corridors. The airless house coiled itself around Selena, squeezing her breath out of her lungs. Her thoughts swam through her oxygen-deprived mind, creating images of monsters lingering in the dark corners that surely sheltered them. Terrified, she blindly followed her mum into the kitchen. She fumbled along the walls, trying to get her bearings. Her hand hit a light switch—Thank God!—but when she flipped it, nothing happened. Her mum activated the torch on her phone, making a halo of light around her bright red curls. Selena glanced up the worn, curved staircase to the blackness beyond.

      “Are the bedrooms upstairs?” she asked.

      Fiona nodded, leading the way. Gray-green moonlight trickled through the windows, throwing long shadows that slithered through the house like eels. Selena reached out to touch the wall as she climbed the staircase. It was wet and gooey as a frog beneath her fingers.

      “Yuck! This wall's all slimy,” Selena cried. Mildewy air tickled the insides of her nostrils. She sneezed.

      “This one here is yours.” As they reached the top of the stairs, her mum opened a door and switched on the light. The room blazed yellow. “And I'm over here down the hall.” She hugged Selena tightly, enveloping her in a burst of lavender perfume and a cloud of hair.

      “I need to be up tomorrow at seven to start my new school,” Selena replied, sweeping her hair behind her ears. “I hope I can wake up in time…”

      “I'll try to get you up, Pumpkin.”

      “Maybe I could take the day off? I'm so tired, and I'm not sure I'm going to be able to wake up anyway.”

      “Don't be silly. Just set an alarm on your phone,” Fiona said, kissing her on the cheek.

      Selena held her tightly. “Or maybe I could sleep with you, just for tonight?” she asked hopefully.

      “No, Dinkums. Not tonight. Buck up now, you'll be fine.”

      “Aren't we going to change the sheets?” Selena wrinkled her nose at the bed. It looked ancient.

      “Ours are in the moving van, so we can't. It's all right. It won't kill you for one night.” Fiona gave a big yawn before shutting the door behind her.

      Hot tears blurred Selena's vision as she stumbled to the dusty window of her new bedroom. She blinked rapidly, the old clock on the wall creaking with each tick. Only a few more hours until she'd have to walk through the doors of her eighth new school.

      Selena's stomach knotted, picturing the curious stares that would follow her down the unfamiliar halls. She was the perpetual outsider, never quite fitting in. She looked down to see her feet stuck fast on the rotting floorboards.

      Wringing her clammy hands, her heart pounded faster in the stillness. Selena opened her mouth, but the stale air caught in her throat. The atmosphere clung to her, heavy and close.

      She slumped against the cracked window frame, forehead pressing to the cold glass. Outside, rain spat against the window. At least the gloomy weather matched her mood. With a shuddering exhale, Selena watched her breath fog the dirty pane.

      Selena's chest constricted as a flood of memories hit her, drawing her back to the fateful day at the beach when she'd been four years old. The waves beckoned to her with their gentle crash against the shoreline, but she knew what lay beneath them—darkness and fear. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath, but it was impossible to quell the rising panic. Images flashed through her mind like an old movie reel: the sand sticking to her feet as she stepped off the beach towel, the sudden rush of cold water engulfing every inch of her body, the desperation to keep herself afloat no matter how hard it seemed. Then, just when all hope seemed lost, a lifeguard showed up, and her lungs filled with sweet air again. Since then, Selena had struggled with crippling panic attacks whenever she found herself near water. Today was no different.

      Selena gazed out the second-story window, her eyes tracing the twinkling lights scattered across Madderly Bay below. Although only twelve, she'd already changed schools eight times, never having the chance to make real friends. Would this place be any different? She pondered her fate as her eyes wandered the narrow, moonlit streets curving left toward the sea. The winding row of homes came to a sudden halt at the edge of Aunt Ada's overgrown garden, where the view of the water stretched as far as she could see.

      Beyond the tangled shrubs and weeds, the land fell away into darkness with a perilous thirty-foot drop to the rocky shoreline far below. The crumbling seawall ran along the cliff's edge, the only barrier between the garden and the roiling sea.

      Selena shivered, remembering her earlier walk along the narrow seawall. One misstep on the slippery surface could easily send someone plunging to their death. The churning ocean waited hungrily, ready to swallow anyone who got too close.

      A glint of silver flashed in the churning sea below. Selena's stomach turned, bile rising in her throat. She was suddenly seething. How could her mother have thought living on this cliff above the ocean was a good idea?

      “What was she thinking?” Selena mumbled angrily, pulse pounding as the waves crashed against the rocks. That silver shape flickering in the depths: what was it?

      Panic gripped Selena's heart with icy claws. She fumbled desperately for the curtain, pulling it closed to shut out the view. Breath coming in gasps, she stumbled back, hitting the wall.

      Selena squeezed her eyes shut, wanting to block it all out. The precarious cliffside, the treacherous seawall, and the roiling abyss that called to her below. She thought of her mother's carefree smile as they’d arrived. How could she be so blind to the danger lurking within the depths?

      She tightly wrapped her arms around herself as she glanced around. The pink rosebud wallpaper reminded her of the skirt of a dress in a horror movie she'd seen once. Something bad had happened to the girl wearing that dress. Selena shook off the thought, telling herself she was being silly.

      She approached the antique dresser, drawn in by its intricate carvings and elegant design. As she leaned in for a closer look, a putrid odor wafted out from the worn wood. She tentatively opened one of the drawers, only to be greeted by a swarm of silverfish scurrying in every direction. With a shriek, she slammed the drawer shut, her skin crawling with revulsion. Trying to shake off the feeling, she sat on the edge of the creaky bed and ran her hand over the faded quilt. It was soft to the touch, but a musty smell lingered, making her nose wrinkle in disgust. Sighing, she got up to open the window for some fresh air. As she leaned against the sill, gazing out at the moonlit trees, the wind carried a whisper that made her spine tingle.

      “You don't belong here...”

      Selena whirled around, heart racing, but no one was there. She slammed the window shut and dove under the moth-eaten covers.

      Despite being weary from her travels, hunger plagued her. Selena got out of bed and rooted through her suitcase until her fingers closed around a chocolate bar buried deep. She tore off the wrapper and wolfed down the candy, letting its sweetness bring comfort for a moment.

      The bathroom was dingy, with chipped white tiles and a flaky pedestal sink. Selena brushed the chocolate from her teeth and stared at her reflection in the spotted mirror. Her face looked tired, and her skin was almost translucent. She looked as ghostly as this old house felt. A shudder ran through her as she flicked off the light and hurried back to her room.

      She checked under the covers for spiders and, satisfied there was nothing there, switched off the light and climbed into bed. The mattress was lumpy yet soft, shaped by years of use. She sucked on her hair—even redder than her mother's—but it tasted bitter and salty, like the sea.

      Outside, the wind whistled through twisted branches that scraped the windowpane. Their shapes in the moonlight made her think of claws. Selena pulled the musty pillow over her head but still heard the house creaking.

      Anxieties scurried through her brain like cockroaches. Would this strange, new house ever feel like home?

      Selena wished she could talk to her dad. He had always been able to calm her nerves. But her parents had divorced six years ago, and now her dad lived across the ocean in America with his new family. Whenever Selena called him, his fussy twins squalled in the background. He'd say, “Let's chat later,” promising to fly her out for a visit, but it never happened.

      Curling into a tight ball under the covers, Selena tried to warm herself against the chill of missing her father. Eventually, exhaustion overtook her, and she drifted into an uneasy sleep.
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      Selena jerked awake to a knocking at the windowpane. Her pulse hammered in her ears above the sound of heavy rain.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      An urgent knocking through the dark.

      She lay frozen in tangled sheets, straining to see the window through the gloom.

      “Let me in,” a raspy voice whispered. The hairs on her arms stood on end. “Let me in...”

      Heart racing, Selena forced leaden limbs from the bed. The cold floor stung her bare feet as she crept toward the window, still too afraid to look.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      The frantic knocking grew more insistent.

      With trembling hands, she drew back the curtain. Raindrops streaked the glass, but the shadows beyond were impenetrable. What was out there in the storm, beckoning her to let it inside?

      The tapping ceased. Selena's breath caught as she searched the blackness for any sign of movement. A lightning bolt illuminated two pale eyes boring into hers before plunging her back into darkness.

      She leaped back with a gasp, icy fear flooding her veins. The disembodied voice hissed again beside the glass. “Let me in, Selena...”

      Fearfully, Selena ran back to bed, burying herself beneath the covers as she heard scratching on the windowpane.

      Tap! Tap! Tap! came louder and more insistent than before.

      “Go away!” she screamed, squeezing her eyes shut and praying that whatever it was would be gone.

      A piercing screech made Selena freeze. She curled tightly as more cracks and bangs erupted outside.

      Where was her mum when she needed her most? Selena realized with dread that her mother had her headphones on, listening to rainforest sounds as she fell asleep like she always did. Selena was alone.

      Selena's heart pounded as she stared into the darkness. Had she seen two eyes at the window, or was it just her imagination playing tricks?

      Get a grip. It was nothing, just shadows and lightning.

      She took a shaky breath. She had almost convinced herself it wasn't real when...

      SMASH!

      Shattering glass jarred her upright. Icy air prickled her skin as she stared wildly around the dimly lit room, heart lodged in her throat.

      What was that? Selena's mind raced as adrenaline flooded her veins. Maybe a tree branch blown by the wind? But the eyes...they had seemed so real, boring into her soul.

      She shook her head sharply.

      Stop it. There's nothing supernatural out there. You're letting this creepy old house get to you.

      But her pep talk did little to slow her thudding pulse. Hugging her knees, Selena strained her ears for any other sounds over the storm. She prayed her mum would wake up and check on her soon. Whatever was out there, real or imagined, she didn't want to face it alone.

      The walls of Selena's bedroom quivered, picture frames rattling against the floral wallpaper. Her bedside lamp oscillated wildly, threatening to crash to the floor. Outside, a tree scraped and thumped against the window as it swayed in the wind.

      Selena's heart pounded. What was happening? An earthquake?

      Then she heard it—the rush of water pouring in through the smashed window. But how? She was on the second floor, far too high for flooding.

      Heart in her throat, Selena peered through the darkness. The room was already half filled, icy water rising fast around her bed. Something was splashing about the flooded floorboards.

      As she threw aside the sheets and stepped down, fingers as sharp and cold as icicles closed around her ankle. Selena gasped, heart seizing as a shimmering apparition materialized at the foot of her bed.

      “Don't be afraid. I won't hurt you,” it rasped. Selena's stomach dropped.

      The creature had a girl's face sagging with rot, framed by damaged red curls knotted with seagrass. Its skeletal arms ended in curved talons. But where its legs should be was a long, scaly fishtail, limp and studded with oozing sores.

      “Let go!” Selena kicked at its icy grip, pulse pounding in her ears.

      She slithered up and perched at the bed's foot, grinning to reveal a mouthful of jagged teeth. “My name's Faustina,” she croaked. “Come live with me under the sea... “Don't be afraid. I won't hurt you,” it rasped. Selena's stomach dropped.

      “No! Get out!” Selena pressed back against the headboard as Faustina crawled closer, tail flicking.

      “It won't be so bad.” Faustina's pale eyes flashed. “We'll have such fun together. Do you like Scrabble?” She asked casually as if this were a normal sleepover.

      Selena's skin crawled at its closeness. There was nothing human left in this being—only a rotten, shimmering husk filled with evil.

      Faustina's smile twisted. “Pity,” she hissed, talons grasping. “But you don't have a choice...”

      Selena opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. Faustina's webbed hand clasped over her face, its grip like iron, forcing her down into the freezing black water.

      Selena gagged at Faustina's rancid breath. “Leave me alone!”

      Faustina’s bony fingers dug into Selena’s neck, squeezing tighter and tighter as she cackled. Selena's vision blurred as the creature's rotten face loomed above her, filling her with terror. She fought back, hitting at the heavy body on top of her, but Faustina seemed to be made of stone. As tears streamed down her cheeks, Selena tried to scream for help, but every sound was muffled by the suffocating grip on her throat.
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      Selena struggled in vain against Faustina's iron grip, the mermaid's snarled red hair whipping her face. Fresh panic surged as Faustina's powerful tail thrashed, making it impossible for Selena to grasp the slippery scales.

      Summoning all her strength, Selena grabbed Faustina’s wrists and wrenched them apart, breaking the hold. Gasping for air, Selena pulled away from the mermaid’s reach.

      But Faustina was too quick. Before Selena could push her off, the mermaid lunged forward with lightning speed. Strong hands shot out and grasped Selena’s shoulders in a fierce grip.

      “What are you doing?” Selena gasped.

      “Trying to turn you into a zombie mermaid, duh,” Faustina replied, tail flapping.

      Selena gasped. “A zombie what?”

      “Mermaid. Weren't you listening?” Faustina’s eye sockets flickered, glowing in the darkness like red coals. “It’ll be fun. We can be BFFs.”

      “But how did you even get in here?” Selena cried.

      “Magic, obviously.” As the mermaid grinned Selena noticed her teeth were mossy yellow as well as sharp. “I raised the water level and climbed on in. I've been waiting for you to move in forever.”

      Selena wrinkled her nose at the rising green water swirling with smelly yellow froth. “Ugh, did you have to break my window, though?”

      “Sorry about that.” Faustina shrugged. “Had to make an entrance. Anyway, just hold still for a little nibble...”

      She lunged toward Selena's neck. Selena shrieked and shoved her back.

      “I don't want zombie mermaid rabies!”

      Faustina pouted. “It's not rabies. It's a super cool gift.” She leaned in. “Although I admit, the fish breath takes some getting used to.”

      Selena choked on the blast of rancid air. “No offense, but I think I'll pass.”

      “Aww, don't be like that.” The mermaid flapped her tail, splashing Selena with foul water. “We'll swim with dolphins. And our matching hair will look so cute.”

      Selena had to laugh despite her fear. This was the strangest monster she'd ever met. But those teeth still looked plenty sharp. She had to escape.

      “Um, maybe just give me some time to think about it?” She squeaked.

      The mermaid clapped excitedly. “Yay, progress. I knew you'd come around.”

      “I'm begging you, stop the water,” Selena choked on the stinky fumes rising from the churning pool. “I'll drown.”

      “Sorry, hazard of zombie mermaids.” Faustina shrugged again. “We tend to make a splash.”

      With a hissed spell, she stopped the deluge pouring through the shattered window. Selena gasped in relief before meeting the mermaid's glowing stare.

      “Thanks for not totally flooding my room. But did you have to break my window?”

      “All part of the fun.” Faustina cackled. “Now, don't move a muscle. This won't hurt...much.”

      She bared her mossy teeth and lunged.

      “Get away from me!”

      Selena recoiled from Faustina's grip, shoving the mermaid back. They grappled and thrashed, equally matched in size and strength. Selena tumbled out of bed, banging her neck against the nightstand's corner.

      Faustina pounced, but Selena rolled aside just in time. The mermaid crashed onto the flooded floorboards with a wail. Before Faustina could recover, Selena scrambled up and launched herself forward, shoving Faustina straight through the smashed window into the stormy night.

      Pulse racing, Selena yanked the curtains closed. She stood shaking as she listened to the wind and rain, no longer hearing the mermaid's screams. Faustina was gone. For now.

      Exhausted from the struggle, Selena carefully made her way back to bed across the glass-strewn floor. She had survived the zombie creature's attack. Bruised and aching, she collapsed onto the mattress. Eyelids heavy, Selena surrendered to sleep, praying for no more horrors that night.
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      Selena jolted awake to her mum's voice. “Sweetie! The toaster's busted. Can you fix it?”

      Fiona, wearing a blue kimono, waved the appliance. Selena checked her phone. She'd forgotten to set an alarm and was now late for school.

      “I don't know how to fix a toaster,” she said, hurrying out of bed.

      Fiona plucked a strand of seaweed off the curtain rod. “How did this get in here? And why's there glass all over?”

      Selena tensed. How could she explain the mermaid attack?

      “Maybe the window was hit by lightning?”

      Her mum wrinkled her nose. “And what's that smell?”

      “Um, just the smell of an old house, I guess,” she mumbled. Better not mention murderous sea zombies just yet. “I mean, I bet no one's changed the sheets in ages.”

      “You look pale, Honey,” Fiona fretted, pressing a palm to Selena's clammy forehead.

      “Rough night.” Selena changed topics. “Did Aunt Ada die in this bed?”

      “No, in my room. But it was peaceful, and her last words were, ‘Life comes and goes like a wave. The sea shall take me now.’”

      “And how do you know? You weren't even here.”

      “I know, but I sensed it. I do have gifts, you know...”

      Selena tuned out her mum's chatter. She had bigger problems than her aunt's demise, like how to avoid becoming fish food for a certain undead she-beast.

      Fiona kept rambling about her psychic gifts until Selena interrupted.

      “Sorry, Mum, gotta get ready for school.” She shooed Fiona from the room and shut the door.

      Alone again, Selena eyed the broken window warily. She had a feeling that trouble would return with the tides that night. And she needed a plan before then.

      After pulling on her damp uniform, Selena headed down the hall. Sunlight filtered through the stained-glass coat of arms above the front door—a mermaid surrounded by seaweed. Selena shuddered, recalling Faustina's sharp teeth. A worn chandelier dangled from the center of the ceiling, tinkling its ominous melody in the current of air that blew through the room.

      Paintings in gold frames hung from the wall, and she hesitated at the top of the curving staircase.

      “Is there any food?” she asked.

      Fiona didn't seem to hear, preoccupied with the peeling green wallpaper patterned with seashells.

      Selena dashed down the stairs. In the kitchen, she slapped together a jam sandwich. Her stomach rumbled.

      Fiona wandered in, still holding the broken toaster. “Babycakes, I'm auditioning for a toothpaste ad today,” she announced brightly.

      Selena just wanted to escape the house. “Good luck. Can you change my sheets?”

      “Of course, Sweetie.” Fiona fussed with Selena's messy curls. Selena squirmed but enjoyed the brief motherly affection.

      Jerking free, she ran into the downstairs bathroom and splashed water on her face, trying to make herself feel a bit more human. But her reflection in the mirror, purple smudges under her green eyes and a sickly hue to her skin was a disaster—no time to fix it.

      Fiona met her at the door with an enthusiastic send-off. Selena didn't share her excitement. All she wanted was to avoid mermaids and make it through the day.

      “Have fun, Angel,” Fiona said. “And make some new friends.”

      “I don't want new friends,” she muttered, hurrying past the portraits of ancestors whose eyes followed her as she fled into the morning light.
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      Selena ran along the coastline with a map to the school on her phone clutched in one hand and her jam sandwich held in the other. Sunbeams bounced off the surface of the sea, dazzling her. She focused on putting the terror of the previous night out of her mind. After all, her day was going to be even more awful. Her curls stuck to her sweaty forehead. The school blouse her mum had bought her from a charity shop was already too tight.

      Selena's shoes scuffed against the pavement as she sprinted toward the school. She quickly finished her jam sandwich, tossing the crusts in a nearby bin.

      Finally arriving at the main office, Selena was greeted by a woman with green-framed glasses perched on her nose and wild blonde curls framing her face. The woman's lips were coated in a fine layer of sugar from the powdered donut she was munching on.

      “Sorry I'm late, it's my first day,” Selena panted. “Could you tell me which room I'm supposed to be in? I'm Selena Flowers.”

      The woman let out an exasperated sigh and slowly set down her donut on a stack of papers. She brushed off her fingers, sending a small snowstorm of sugar flying, before peering at her computer screen and typing in some words. Selena's impatience grew as she waited for a response.

      “Okay, follow me.”

      The donut woman moved slowly. Her high heels looked like they would be excruciating to wear, and she took tiny steps. Maybe because her skirt was a bit too tight. But mainly because she did not seem to be in a hurry to get anywhere. The walls were dim and musty. Maybe everything near the sea gets tainted by salt. Maybe that’s why the bottoms of the walls are streaked with white. She passed a trophy cabinet jammed full of sports trophies. The names Andrew and Jamie jumped out at her.

      “Okay, this is it,” she said after they’d plodded up and down the corridors. She pointed at a glass door marked 3B.

      Selena took a deep breath and stepped into the classroom. Everyone looked up and stared at her in silence. Then, all at once, they started to laugh.

      “Okay, class. That’s enough.” The teacher turned to Selena with a kind smile and waved her over to an empty chair.

      Everyone was still snickering, except the girl in the seat next to her, whose peachy skin glistened under the harsh overhead light. She had a pointed nose and doe-like eyes that brightened as she looked at Selena.

      Giving a reassuring smile, she held back a wave of chestnut hair and whispered, “It’s your blouse. It’s all covered with jam. I’m Chloe, by the way.” She gave a sniff then dabbed a tissue to her nose.

      Selena pulled her blazer closed and shrank down in her seat before pushing her hair behind her ears. The morning of Maths and English classes dragged by. Selena tried to melt into her chair while the rest of her classmates snuck glances at her and giggled.

      Selena stole a glance at Chloe. She wore the regulation uniform: a burgundy blazer and light-blue shirt that fitted her perfectly. She wore a navy skirt with knee-high socks and flat black shoes, but somehow it looked so put together as if she’d strutted out of a fashion magazine.

      Selena sighed, glancing down at her own jam-covered blouse. She didn’t know which was going to be worse in Madderly Bay: school or home. A wave of nausea hit her as she thought of the crazed zombie mermaid who might be waiting for her when she got home. Selena had to tell her mum about it. The creature terrified her, and she feared it might return.
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