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Look to the stars for your dreams, for the heavens are a map of the human mind. –David Ward
Chapter One—Plans
Cold chaos of night and strangled moon, the great old trees drenched in sap’s perfume rise up like gaunt fingers out of the valley gloom seeking stars, any light. He shoves through tangled vines, hears small creatures running away in the dark, smells bones, close, crushed beneath the weight of eyes, feels owl’s call—sharp and true down off the black mountain’s ridge—hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo, tear through his veins as mocking ice. A twig snaps beneath his boot. Choke hold. Shadows drag him down. He fights for breath, would sell his soul for it, and hears, is hearing, “There are numerous ways to die, little boy.” Cold blooded, that voice is mother of snakes.
Robert Adams could not remember his dreams. After the hollow whine of the wind called him out of sleep, after he scowled at the snow and fleeting memories blowing horizontally across the front yard, after he wondered why weathermen save bad news for Saturday mornings, he forgot what he was doing before he woke up.
Years ago, his dreams were clear. They showed him the future in a hundred little ways and brought him fame throughout the neighborhood as the Soothsayer of West Wood Street. He rode high on it, signed notes to his friends tS (for the Soothsayer or the Sorcerer, depending on his mood), and awoke each day with a rare skill and possibly a mission. Then he foresaw Julianne Wilson’s death on a sidewalk of dream, helplessly witnessed the event itself the following morning—her innocent sky blue eyes, the red hula-hoop—and after that, time spun twisted reenactments of it through his sleep. He fought back, weakly at first, then with willpower and medication, and succeeded in shoving his bright talent beneath the unforgiving shadows of the future where (he suspected) it would sooner or later save him or kill him.
It was for the best, though it had made him feel empty. Last fall, on his fifteenth birthday, he resolved to bring back his dreams—with control, but without the powerful “Seer’s Prayer”—he was not yet ready for that, for it opened the doorways too wide. Yesterday, Grandfather Elliott said he was making progress. Grandfather Elliott was a dreamspinner. “Destroy doubt, create certainty,” he always said, “and your dreams will be as clear as the tones from a silver bell.”
He’s of two minds about dreams:
Seeing the world before it happened was a powerful, right-feeling, joyful experience.
Seeing death crushed his spirit. His memories of the girl, the truck, the strange witness, and the absurd and twisted nightmares still haunt him.
That’s why he wants control. Control brings safety, doesn’t it? He can “resolve” to bring back dreams while keeping them away. And if they intrude too deeply, he can always run from them again.
As he dressed for breakfast, Robert thought last night’s “pre-dream certainty” was industrial strength. After saying goodnight to the barbs, tetras, and angelfish in his large aquarium, he had turned off the light with one thought in mind: I will remember my dreams when I wake up.
A dark forest, what could he make of that? He glanced at his Dream Notebook and found one scrawled word: cinnabar. A chill went through him. His first entry. He had expected more—feared more—enough to capture the dream while it was fresh, fresh like rolls just out of a baker’s oven.
He reached for the dictionary. A bright red mineral. The principal ore of mercury. No help there. No midnight wisdom—unless the dream was warning him about toxic metals. That sarcastic idea didn’t improve his attitude.
One thing was certain. The Arthur Wilson–Robert Adams Walk & Driveway Shoveling Company was closed for the day. Arthur was probably still asleep dreaming about their prospective earnings.
“What’s happening, fish?” he asked as he checked the water temperature. The fish responded by congregating just below the surface at one end of the tank indicating, he supposed, that they were doing fine. Eye to eye with the angelfish, he wondered what it thought. Was he a mysterious being who brought food or simply a meaningless dream image?
“Hungry?” he asked. He tossed in a pinch of food and all the fish in the little world rose in unison to eat.
Robert walked into the kitchen in time to hear the end of the morning newscast:
“Recapping our top story, a police search continues for Clark and Jennifer Nathan, reported missing in the three hundred block of South Edwards Street. The children were last seen walking their Irish setter in the alley next to their apartment building yesterday about six p.m.”
Once upon a time, he would have dreamed all that before it happened, like a wide-screen movie. The memory of it made him cold. He sat in his usual chair at the huge wood table and stared past the red and white café curtains out into the snowy front yard toward the street where the nightmares began. Even now he knew, though his intuition seldom worked when he wondered about his own future. But after all the therapy and the medication and the brute-force willpower, he still the hell knew. He could see Clark and Jennifer playing on the maroon rug in Lucy Draper’s upstairs bedroom on South Union Street.
“My heart goes out to those kids,” Mother said, glancing at him, as she slid the scrambled eggs out of the skillet into a serving dish.
“Well it should,” said Grandfather Elliott. “We all remember what it’s like to be lost.”
“What does that mean?” asked Dad. He leaned around the corner into the dining room and called out, “Okay, the toast is ready, where’s Alice?”
“She was ransacking her closet looking for an extra sweater when I walked past her room,” said Robert.
The Irish setter was asleep on Lucy’s unmade bed—he could see that, too.
“We remember being lost,” said Grandfather, “because that’s how we start out. When we’re born, we don’t know what’s going on or how the world works. When we figure out who we are, we’re home.”
Mother put two pieces of extra crisp bacon on each plate. “That may be, but I want none of that philosophical talk while Alice’s in the room.”
“Sure, sure,” said Grandfather, “and if my intuition is on target this morning, Clark and Jennifer will be found playing at a neighbor’s house within fifteen minutes.”
“Dad, I hope you’re right, but we’re moving on to a new topic pronto, pronto, pronto,” said Mother. “Alice, there you are with your sweater on backwards and your hair in a tangle.”
After breakfast, Grandfather said he had an announcement. His gray eyes were unfathomably kind. This morning, he wore faded dungarees, his trademark bluish plaid shirt with thin red lines, its pockets already filled with slips of paper, a pair of thin-framed spectacles, and the stub of a yellow pencil.
“I know what it is,” said Alice, bouncing in her chair, flapping her long brown hair down over her face. “We’re going to the movies.”
“Not in this weather we aren’t,” Dad said. His voice was firm, but he gave Alice a playful swat with a rolled-up section of the morning paper.
“We have a big shelf of movies in the living room,” she said, sliding her chair back out of range of the waving newspaper. “They’re not in the weather.”
Mother held up a glass of water. “Ah, in this simple glass, I can see the future.” She squinted and turned her head from side to side. “This is shocking: no popcorn, no Coke, and no vampires, werewolves, or space ships.”
“Your hair clip must be too tight,” said Robert. “You’re probably seeing nothing but vacuum cleaners and laundry baskets.”
“My hair clip is fine,” she said crisply. “I also see a soapy sponge and a dish towel. Now, does anyone remember what we are supposed to be talking about?”
“Surprisingly, I do remember,” said Grandfather Elliott. “Robert, Alice, how many stories have I told you about the mountains of Glacier National Park where I grew up?”
“Millions of stories, Grandpa,” said Alice. “You told us about bears and Indians and walking on glaciers and about little squirrels and birds and fish. Millions, but I can’t remember them all right now.” She was still bouncing in her chair.
Grandfather smiled. “Millions? I must have yakked longer than I thought. Well then, I will have to shut up and show you the real place on a spectacular summer vacation. That’s better than talk, isn’t it?”
“Really, Grandpa?” asked Alice. “Really?”
“Really!”
“That sounds great,” said Robert, trying to sound more dignified. “Will we be there long enough for some back-country hiking?”
“Sure, sure,” Grandfather said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
“I think I’ll like the pretty flowers best,” said Alice. “But I don’t want to see any ugly old bears.”
Grandfather reached over and tousled her hair. “Honey, if you do see a bear it will probably be far away. It might even be scared of you!”
“Really, really?” Alice looked surprised, and in the middle of her self-importance, knocked her spoon and fork off the table and went scrambling after them. When she appeared over the edge of the table, Mr. Adams pretended to swat her with the newspaper again.
“I can get away from the office for three weeks in July,” he said. “I’m sorry we can’t take the whole summer off.”
“Three weeks, Laurence, do you think we should?”
Laurence? When Mother called Dad Laurence instead of Larry, there was usually trouble brewing. Robert had seen it a thousand times.
“Katheryn, we’ve been trying to set this up for years,” Dad said. “Sure, I think we should do it.”
Katheryn? He seldom called her Katheryn. What happened to the usual Kaye or Honey Bun?
“Goodness gracious, this is getting awkward,” said Grandfather. “I don’t know about Alice and Robert, but I feel like staring at the floor like Arthur’s hang-dog little puppy after it’s been naughty.”
Mother raised her eyebrows and did a double take when he said that, but Larry just laughed.
“No, Dad,” she said, “you don’t have to sit there looking at the floor. I agreed we should go this year, so three weeks it is.”
“You’re a good daughter most of the time,” Grandfather said.
“That’s nice to know,” she said as she carried her coffee cup over to the sink. “I promised you, Dad, I know.”
Robert winced. That odd twinge of a psychic headache again. And a clear voice, not like words spoken there in the room, more like remembering, except it was a conversation he didn’t hear the first time it happened:
“Dad,” his mother is saying, “does Robert have to know?”
“Yes,” Grandfather says. “In two years, when he is fifteen, that will be the time. We have spoken of this before.”
“Yes, and while I don’t have to like it, you’ll still have my promise.”
“Then I will talk to Bob at work before I call the hotel and the rental car agency and make a grid that displays our options and sub-options,” his father was saying.
Dad would dot every i and cross every t, for he liked being sure about plans, expectations, intentions, and the real or imagined risks inherent in every one of them.
Robert massaged his temples, and the icy throbbing subsided.
“Robert, are you lost in thought?” his grandfather asked.
He looked up sharply. “Oh, right, I was thinking about our knapsacks, canteens, boots, and other gear. Maybe I’ll start carrying it down from the attic.”
“Maybe you won’t,” his mother said. “I don’t want that clutter under foot. You wait until it’s time to pack, you hear?”
“Okay, but we can make a few plans.”
“Big plans,” said Alice.
Mother turned to Grandfather and said, “Dad, you started this avalanche. Plan all you want, but don’t let them wear you out or forget that these dishes aren’t washing themselves.”
Grandfather nodded seriously, but winked at Robert. “It will be fun, Kaye. I’m always looking for an excuse to talk about the high country.”
“What I want now,” she said, “is an excuse to get out of the kitchen.” She cleared the remaining dishes off the table. “Robert, you signed up for kitchen detail. Alice, you can help with the laundry. Larry, I think you were planning to clean the ashes out of the fireplace and bring in more wood.”
Murphy’s Law, thought Robert. If there’s exciting stuff to discuss, you get stuck in the kitchen with greasy dishes.
“Later,” said Grandfather, as though reading his thoughts.
Mother had a firm rule: you sign the chore list and you do the work graciously, efficiently, and without complaint. This morning she was wearing her faded green housecoat, and her shoulder-length blonde hair was swept up on top of her head and held by that clip. Her efficiency clip. When the clip was in her hair, everyone worked hard and worked fast. Woe be unto him who moved slowly on a hair clip day.
At least he could do chores and think at the same time. There was a lot to sort out. The dream, for one thing. And now, voices again, people he recognized this time, discussing a secret that tied into the trip. Robert suspected that the dream-remembering techniques Grandfather was teaching him were having side effects. Next thing he knew, he’d have a pair of antennae or a third eye.
As he scrubbed the grease out of the cast-iron skillet, he thought of last night’s dream. It had faded quickly like every other dream. Was it more weirdness mixed with unknown symbolism, or was somebody with green eyes planning to attack him with a knife on a mountain hike? Either way, he didn’t like it.
One night last fall when the snow lay lush upon everything that mattered, Robert stood by his bedroom window for a long time looking at the huge oak tree that dominated the front yard. At first, he saw only the tree, but then he began seeing less of the tree and more of a forest superimposed upon the oak’s sprawling limbs. As the forest picture gathered strength in his mind, the conical silhouettes of balsam fir and spruce stood out in sharp relief in the eerie blue twilight. The snow flowed gentle and white in the foreground of the scene, blue in the center, and black in the background where it entered the heart of the forest. The snow was clean. There was no wind and no sound. Even the darkest part of the dark was holy and safe.
“Don’t forget the skillet,” his mother called from the dining room.
“I’ve got it!”
“Wash both sides.”
“Right.”
Now, as he double-checked every square inch of the heavy skillet for grease, he wondered again how long he stared out the window that night into a different world. When he asked Grandfather Elliott about it, he smiled as though strange landscapes always appeared in the front yard and told Robert to put a pinch of rosemary under his pillow to bring back the forest again.
That night he dreamed about meeting his grandfather at a cabin of rough wood and stone nestled among huge evergreens. Inside, a man named Garth, a four-foot-tall Woodland Elf of the Huldre People, materialized tea and cookies with a shimmering magic staff made of apple wood. The three of them had an animated conversation about bears until Robert woke up.
He dried the skillet—remembering to use a paper towel instead of the good dishtowel—and was setting it back on the stove when he remembered what Garth told him: “I’ll see you within a year in the land where your grandfather grew up. You will be well tested before you return.”
Tested? For Pete’s sake, what did Grandfather have in mind?
Robert hurried back to Grandfather’s study, a warm room with a large desk, ceiling-high shelves of old books, pictures of mountains on the walls, and a flower on the nightstand. Without fail, Grandfather kept a single red rose in a pewter vase next to his bed.
“Grandfather,” he said. “What’s the big secret about the trip?”
Grandfather Elliott put down his pipe and a thick book about gothic architecture, pushed his white hair away from his eyes, and leaned back casually in the swivel desk chair.
“Secret?” he said.
“Aha, you want me to tell you what I know before you tell me what you know,” said Robert.
“Sure, sure,” he said. “But sit, make yourself comfortable.”
Robert flung himself down into the large, overstuffed chair, the story chair, where he had heard a hundred myths and legends—sprinkled with truths, he thought—about the Daonie Sidhe, the Tuatha de Danann, and the other peoples lost in the mists of time, tall tales about ravens who knew the future, and mysterious riddles about dragons and gold.
“While I was washing the skillet, I remembered the great winter woods dream.”
“Yes?”
“Garth said he would see me in the mountains where you grew up.”
“I like that,” he said. “What else?”
“Mother’s not happy about the trip and I don’t think it’s because she thinks three weeks is too long to be gone.”
“Close the door. You’re whiter than any sheet I’ve ever slept on—no offense to your mother’s housekeeping.”
“I have a bad feeling about the trip,” he said.
Grandfather Elliott nodded but didn’t say anything. He looked tired.
“Garth said I would be tested,” Robert added.
“Are you expecting true-false or multiple choice?” Grandfather asked as he tamped the tobacco down in the bowl of his pipe. This took some time. It always did.
“Neither,” said Robert. “It’s not a classroom test. Something worse.”
“To see what you’re made of, do you think?”
“Yes, but it’s just a hunch.”
“You’re probably right,” Grandfather said. “You know what I always say?”
Robert laughed. “Of course. Small hills don’t make good mountain climbers. You’ve said that a lot.”
Grandfather relit his pipe. “I am getting old and repeating myself, repeating myself, repeating myself.”
“I didn’t mean it that way,” protested Robert.
“I not only repeat myself, I forget. Sometimes I repeat what I have forgotten without knowing I remembered it.” He grinned. “Age is like that. I remember little about the heart of the mountains. Ah, Robert, somewhere out there”—he made a sweeping gesture with his hands—“lives another Thomas Elliott who remembers everything about the mountains. Sadly, you got stuck with the bad copy.”
“Excuse me?”
“This is nothing new,” he said. “We’ve discussed probable futures and flipping coins. Are you the one forgetting now?”
“I thought it was a weird theory with no practical application,” he said, resigning himself to a learning experience.
“If you flip a coin,” Grandfather said with a wry smile and one raised eyebrow, “what are the odds that you’ll see it land heads?”
“Oh sure, I see this,” said Robert, stretching against the back of the chair with his hands behind his neck in his I’m-not-going-to-be-fooled position. “I say fifty-fifty and then you say I’m wrong.”
“Hmm, you are learning my tricks.” He took a quarter out of his pocket and flipped it onto the rug. “Heads,” he said. “Now, you try it.”
Robert flipped the coin and it bounced off the closet door before landing on the table next to the rose. “Tails,” said Robert.
“Tails is what you see,” Grandfather said. “Your attention is focused that way. But, since heads was also possible, another you sees it that way. The universe divides. Possibilities divide it. Your imagination divides it.”
“Yeah, right.”
“Truly. You live one thing while imagining another thing.”
“If I choose the back road instead of the main road when I ride my bike to Danny Smith’s house, what do you say really happened?”
“I say you also took the main road with the results one expects when following the crowd,” he said.
“Okay. But if I consider calling Sylvia Zorn to ask her out to a movie and get cold feet, then you believe I also made a better choice.”
“Certainly, and it’s always that way no matter how many examples you think up,” he said with a sigh.
“One more example,” said Robert. “Julianne is dead. What about that?”
“She also lives.”
Yes, but not in real life! Robert stared at the old man waiting for a smile, some strange punch line, but no, as he thought about it, he knew his grandfather was serious. Nobody joked about Julianne and for good reason.
He imagines she will charge up the front steps one day with her old red hula-hoop.
“Sunny, pretty please, show me how to make it spin around myself again?”
She calls him “Sunny” because she once saw him talking to the sun and cannot imagine him with any other name.
“Sure,” he says, as he always says, “let’s get dizzy.”
“Probable futures,” Robert said slowly. “The whole business sounds like anarchy and bozo magic.”
“The whole business, as you put it, is both a centuries-old philosophy and an enlightened interpretation of a branch of physics called quantum mechanics,” Grandfather said.
“No doubt there are several two-thousand-page books on that shelf that explain the philosophy and the science in excruciating detail complete with theories, hypotheses, postulates, equations, charts, graphs, and long words,” said Robert.
“Yes and no,” Grandfather said.
“Stop that,” said Robert. “I’m getting a headache.”
“That brings us back to the point where our conversation diverged from the reality of my failing memory to a reality where my memory is not failing. Since we appear to be where we are for now, I have a fallback plan. Garth is my memory. He knows what the me that you see does not know—well, potentially.”
“I don’t understand, Grandfather,” said Robert. “We’re going to Many Glacier Hotel. What do we need Garth to remember?”
“Where you are going when you get there.” He sighed and looked outside into the snow. “Both my memory and my intuition look like our yard today. Snowy, a blizzard in fact, except for one thing: Pyrrha.”
“Pyrrha? Who or what is Pyrrha?”
“Pyrrha is a hidden city,” he said. “By hidden, I mean that it does not appear on any map and there are no road signs to help you find it. I have been there, but I don’t know how to go back. I know people there, but I have forgotten their names. I left an important task there unfinished, but I don’t remember what it was or why it was important.”
“Garth?”
“He knows the way.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“The less said the better. This is not a family meeting topic.”
“Mother probably knows.”
“I don’t know what your mother knows,” he said roughly, “but we’re not going to ask. Understand me?”
“Yes sir,” said Robert. “We have time, though—you know, to figure this out?”
“I hope so,” he said. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’ll figure it out if you use your intuition as an extra guide.”
Intuition? Right! That was a sure thing for a guy who often forgot where he left his wallet or the key to the house.
“My intuition? How about our intuition? Won’t we be looking together?”
“I once thought so,” Grandfather said. He lit the pipe again and puffed away at it until the tobacco was burning evenly. “Can’t seem to keep this thing going today,” he grumbled. “I assumed we would find the city together with Garth’s help, but now I sense this is your mission.”
“I don’t like that.”
Grandfather gave him a long look and then stared outside again. Robert stood up, then sat down, then stood up again and paced back and forth on the oval Oriental rug. The smell of the rich wood paneling and the pipe smoke were gentling things. Outside, the snow swirled like a small tornado around the corner of the house. Could he deal with a wilderness full of strange energies and alien people?
“Grandfather,” he said, “is there anything else you can tell me?”
“Steel yourself for a moment,” he replied. As Robert forced himself down into the chair, he thought an aura of melancholy surrounded his grandfather like a dark mist. Perhaps it was the bleak weather.
“Aton!” he shouted, apparently very pleased himself. “Aton. The name just came to me as though he were standing outside the window in the snow trying to get my attention. He will be old by now, like me, but perhaps he won’t repeat himself as often.”
“Aton, good, that’s a start,” Robert said. What kind of a name was Aton? He found himself looking into the yard for footprints in the deep snow and felt relieved to see only those left by the neighbor’s fluffy orange cat.
“Aton is a name well-linked to the sun,” Grandfather said.
“Hmm, okay, you know I can identify with that,” said Robert. “I will look for him—we will look for him at Pyrrha.”
“What a great challenge it will be! Better than that frightening snowman you and Arthur were going to make after you finished shoveling driveways along West Wood Street. Better than wishing you were Harry Fielding enjoying a brand new car.”
“Harry is proud of that car,” said Robert.
“Sometimes Harry thinks he is that car,” Grandfather said. “He will have an enjoyable summer, but you—you will go farther than Harry and return much wiser.”
“It’s nice to know I’m coming back,” Robert said.
Grandfather Elliott pulled open a drawer in the gray file cabinet next to his desk, extracted a bulging folder from the mess, and thumbed through it as several scraps of paper fluttered to the floor.
“Goodness gracious, my trail map isn’t here. Another thing I’ve forgotten.” He shoved the folder back into the file and slammed the drawer. “Damn.” He looked up embarrassed. “Sorry. Well, it’s stuck into something. I wanted to show you two trails. One heads over the glacial moraine between Swiftcurrent Lake and Lake Josephine to Apinákui-Pita Falls. The other trail angles north through the Ptarmigan Tunnel, past Lake Elizabeth to the Belly River. Now that’s a walk worth your tired feet.”
“I’ll look through the stuff in my room,” said Robert. “Arthur’s older brother, Ken, told me the other day that everything in the Army is hurry up and wait. That’s how I feel now. I want the vacation to start, but I have to wait.”
“Completely understandable,” Grandfather said. “As for now, you had better hurry up and vacuum so your mother won’t have to wait.”
Robert sighed and got up to leave. “Uh, Grandfather, if you get any more hunches about the trip, you’ll tell me, won’t you?”
“I have a hunch you’ll see a bear.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“Grandfather, does the word cinnabar mean anything special to you?”
“If this is one of your hunches, it’s rather odd,” he said. “Cinnabar is a sulfide, a red translucent crystal deposited in veins or impregnated in other rock. One heats the ore to produce mercury. Not something I expect you to be doing any time soon, young man. Why do you ask?”
“The word sort of popped into my head.”
“Did it, now? Midnight wisdom, I’m thinking.”
“Yes, but it makes no sense.”
“I expect it will in time,” he said.
Grandfather ran his hand through his thick, white hair, creating another cowlick. He did that a dozen times a day. He picked up an open book that was lying face down on the rug next to his chair: A Field Guide to Western Birds. Robert stepped out in the hall and then heard Grandfather talking again.
“I was reading about doves, of the family Columbidae. They seem to be part of the puzzle. I’ll leave the book here on my desk in case your intuition leads you to investigate the language of the birds.” Then he grinned. “Why not vacuum behind the chairs this time, huh?”
Robert laughed guiltily and hurried to the hall closet to extract the vacuum cleaner. Doves? Sort of like pigeons, weren’t they? Hopefully Grandfather didn’t expect him to read the book before dinner.
Last night, when Arthur and Ken were over for dinner and everyone was talking about the weather, Grandfather stopped ladling gravy onto his mashed potatoes and said, “I’m curious about something.”
Robert knew what that meant, but Arthur foolishly said, “What’s that?”
Grandfather put the ladle back into the gravy boat, taking more time than necessary. “If I were eating this fine meal at a cafe in Yellowknife in Canada’s Northwest Territories, would I be in the aurora zone?”
Dad took off his glasses and said, “Tom, you bring up the most interesting subject matter at the most unexpected times; it keeps us on our feet—even if we are sitting down.”
Grandfather laughed, then saw mother pushing her chair away from the table. “Daughter, just where are you going?”
She walked half way to the kitchen before responding. “Dad, after all these years, I know you don’t like burnt Parker House rolls.”
“Proceed!” he said. “Robert, Arthur, Ken, Alice, you’ve all had time to think up an answer while your parents stalled for time.”
“Sir, did you grow up in Yellowknife?” asked Ken.
“My mother was born near Yellowknife,” said Grandfather. “I grew up nine hundred eighty-eight miles south of there, but that fact tells you more about my childhood zone than the aurora zone.”
“South, that would be much warmer.”
“Colder, Ken, if you’re chasing my question along a compass heading of one-seven-nine-point-seven degrees,” he said. “Robert, Arthur, and Alice, I hope you’re going in another direction.”
Arthur shook his head. “It’s probably a part of the body we shouldn’t be talking about at the table.”
“Hmm, anyone else?” asked Grandfather. Robert noticed Grandfather Elliott had allowed the gravy to flow all over his plate instead of properly damming it up with his potatoes.
“Be careful, my father is a true trickster,” Mother said.
“I know,” said Alice.
“I bet you don’t,” said Ken. Ken had grown up faster than expected in the military, but not as much as he thought he had.
Alice stuck out her tongue at Ken, and then looked past him to Grandfather. “That’s where the best northern lights are.”
“You told her, sir,” accused Ken.
“He did not,” said Alice.
“Alice was paying attention the other night when we talked about our summer vacation,” said Dad. “I can quote Tom exactly. He said, ‘Even though we won’t cross over into the primary aurora zone, we’ll row out on Swiftcurrent Lake at midnight and search for the northern lights.”
“That’s what Grandpa told us,” Alice said.
“Arthur, Ken and Robert were busy comparing their methods of eating corn on the cob,” Dad told her. “But some of us remembered your grandfather saying that, according to Indian legend, the northern lights are our grandfathers dancing.”
Grandfather grabbed a roll and sopped up the flood of gravy on his plate.
“I’d say your green beans are no longer in danger, sir,” said Ken.
“Or my tablecloth,” mother said as though she had said it before.
“Aye, we’ve triumphed again,” said Grandfather. “Grandfathers dancing, you were saying, Larry. Now that is an infinitely more satisfying explanation of northern lights than saying they’re caused when fast-moving electrons collide with molecules and atoms of atmospheric gasses. Father Sky will be an inspiring place to dance.”
Dancing in the sky was a notion that made Robert feel cold for the remainder of the evening, and now as he ran the vacuum cleaner through the overly warm living room, he felt chilled again. Thomas Barrett Elliott, who could trace his ancestry straight back to the Scottish Highlands, had lived with the Adams in their spacious brick house on West Wood Street for as long as Robert could remember. His grandmother, Fiona Harris Elliott, died years ago. Nobody spoke of her. It was a matter better left alone. But Grandfather—he looked younger and acted younger than most people’s fathers. What was this dancing in the sky business?
Grandfather Elliott often said, “I’m a young and proactive eighty-five.” That comment shocked Robert every time he heard it. Eighty-five? No way. Young and proactive. Now that was true enough. Grandfather was always on the move. Three years ago he left town for six months to hike the mountains alone and gather information for his twentieth children’s book. He claimed he wrote stories, but Robert suspected the magic in them was real. When Robert said as much, Grandfather shrugged and said, “Magic is a secret the world doesn’t know yet, and it keeps me young.”
Several weeks after Grandfather’s announcement about the family vacation trip, he had a “touch of the flu.”
“Too much silliness lately,” Mother scolded as she made him herbal tea with honey. “Wood chopping, snow ball throwing, late night reading. Dad, what am I going to do with you?”
“Jump up and down and have a fit,” he said.
“Robert will pick up more bad habits from you if you keep up that kind of talk,” she said.
“I like bad habits,” said Robert.
“See what I mean?” she asked, glaring while trying not to smile.
“Okay, okay,” he said, “hand me that tea before you wear out the spoon stirring it and neither one of us will sass you any more today. Right Robert?”
“Yes sir,” said Robert, as he saw Grandfather Elliott wink while his mother was staring out the window.
“See that you don’t,” she said. “And don’t be winking at each other behind my back or tramping around outside without your jackets.”
She reminded them about their jackets daily. Grandfather normally didn’t complain much when he was sick. But after his bout with the flu and after March and April brought record low temperatures and more snow, he paced around in his room, angry one moment and sad the next. Nobody mentioned it, but it preyed on Robert’s mind.
On the morning of May 1, Robert glanced at his dream notebook after he fed the fish and felt a chill when he saw the word justine written there. It had to be a name, but it was no one he knew. A dream was on his mind moments ago, but the antics of the angelfish had distracted him. He closed his eyes and relaxed, and yes, he remembered a small part of it:
He swims across a cold lake beneath a sparkling net of stars. The mountains on all sides rise up as dark silhouettes with no depth or definition. Two others swim with him, but he cannot see them for his attention is focused southward to the water’s edge where men with flaming torches move quickly in the pale orange light searching forbidden trails. Justine has sent them.
“Justine fears the mountains,” said Grandfather Elliott after Robert described the dream.
Robert sat up on the edge of the story chair. “You’ve heard that name before?”
“I’m more amazed than you are! Perhaps your mother’s gosh awful tea is not only chasing away my flu but bringing back my memory.”
Grandfather hadn’t looked this relaxed for months.
“Who is Justine?” he asked.
“I have only the poorest of clues,” said Grandfather. “Who knows, the complete answer might come to me after my next cup of tea, perhaps with a wee dram of Scotch for accelerated memory power.”
“Yeah right, accelerated memory power!” Robert laughed, but felt none of the tension drain out of him.
“Magic lives in the mountains. That’s why Justine fears them. He is not a man you want to know. Stay clear of him. You’re not strong enough yet to confront him directly.”
“How can he possibly be a threat to me?”
“I cannot define the threat, I can only sense it.” Grandfather leaned forward, eyes bright like those of a golden eagle. “I have a promise to ask of you.”
“What?”
“I told you I left a task undone, true?”
“Yes, I remember.”
“If you discover it, promise me you’ll finish it.”
“Won’t we finish it together?”
“One way or another.”
“I promise,” he said, though he did not like the vagueness of Grandfather’s answer or the strong image in his mind’s eye of alert outstretched wings and ruffled feathers. “I will finish it if I’m able.”
“That’s all I can ask.”
“Now, as for your next cup of tea, can I brew you a pot of extra strong Earl Grey without the whiskey?”
“Young man, if you go anywhere near the kitchen, your father will ask if you’ve made your bed and your mother will ask why you’re not dressed for school and ready for breakfast.”
“Good points, Grandfather, good points.”
Whether or not he doubled his intake of tea, Robert didn’t know. But during the next several days, Grandfather Elliott spun yarns about growing up on a sheep ranch, fishing Old Man Lake, climbing a mountain named K2, and photographing everything from eagles to glacier lilies for his books. After each new story, Alice pulled on his arm and shouted, “More, more,” Dad asked a dozen questions, and Mother discovered she still knew how to laugh. Grandfather’s mood looked good, but Robert waited with the distinct impression that an important conversation had been left unfinished, and read old reference books late into the night in hopes they would put him to sleep.
At midnight, on the night he reached page fifty in A Field Guide to Western Birds and was reading the PHEASANTS: PHASIANIDAE entry, Grandfather lurched into Robert’s bedroom. His shirt was torn, his hands were black with ashes, and blood ran down the right side of his face.
“Did you hear that?” he demanded.
“Grandfather, what happened?” Robert bolted out of bed, led him into the adjoining bathroom, and ran warm water in the sink. “Your face, it’s bleeding. Did I hear what?”
“A shrieking bird.” Grandfather stared at the mirror as though oblivious to the confused image on its surface. He washed his hands slowly, mechanically, the front of one hand against the back of the other, around and around, in and out, and he kept doing this long after they were clean. Robert dabbed the blood away from the cut on his forehead, fearful of the thoughts beneath the surface, and then finally turned the water off.
“No, I heard nothing. Here’s a towel. Where were you?”
“In the woods casting the seven.” He handed back the towel and dried his hands on his dirty trousers.
“I thought you hated fortune telling.”
“I do. Come, let’s sit. Permit me to catch my breath.” He glanced at the mirror as they left the bathroom. “My hair, goodness, it’s fair twisted inside out.”
They sat cross-legged on the bed, and the only sound in the room was Grandfather’s breathing—like a hound that had been running all night. Robert saw him “cast the seven” once, long ago in a tight circle around a small fire, the multicolored stones positioned at the primary compass points, the penetrating aroma of sage when the sacred bundle was unrolled, revealing the seven sacred feathers, Golden Eagle, Osprey, Raven, Bald Eagle, Dove, Pheasant, and Owl.
“I am blind, Robert,” he said, still short of breath. “The sun is dark inside my head. Have you not felt ill forces?”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“Listen, we’ve spoken of an unfinished mission, but now there’s more,” he said. “You’re right, I hate fortune telling because it’s worlds seen through a glass darkly. But on the seventh night of the waxing crescent moon, I had to try. Pitiful, but even so, I saw betrayal. I have been betrayed. Where, I don’t know, but Dove feather told me this. I saw a cruel and twisted danger. When, I don’t know, but Pheasant will be the culprit.”
Robert handed Grandfather Elliott the open book. “Look at the entry at the top of the page. I was reading about pheasants while you were casting the seven.”
Grandfather slammed it shut. “A coincidence.”
“I don’t think so.”
“No, I don’t either,” he said. “Our vacation trip is no coincidence either, coming now when we need it most.”
“How do you know the danger isn’t connected to your unfinished mission?”
Grandfather sighed and pushed the tangled hair away from his eyes. Pushing back his hair was life-long habit, but the sigh was new.
“The danger may or may not be linked to my mission,” he said. “Nevertheless, if we’re to be jumping at wild conclusions without supporting evidence, recall that Joe and I drove out to Earl and Annabelle’s place on the first day of pheasant season last October.”
“For Pete’s sake, you didn’t shoot any pheasants.”
“No, of course not, but Joe did and I was there,” he said. “A flushing hen flew low over my head into the sunrise. I hardly saw it, but I heard its beating wings. Did I miss a sign? Did Joe and I walk through haunted fields? There may be connections everywhere.”
“That’s what worries me, Grandfather. Everything and everywhere might hold clues or, worse yet, the thing itself.”
“Or nothing and nowhere,” he said. “It’s not of this world, Robert. The magic reaches out from some alien place like the tongue of a snake and it seems to know the territory. It is here, it is now, and it is searching where you are.”
Robert pushed the curtains closer together. “Where I am? You’re the avatar.”
“I’m an old man who fell down in the dark, stalking a blood-red crescent moon. The snake’s tongue wasn’t interested in me. You are what it seeks. You are the Sun Singer.”
“Crescent moons, snakes tongues!” shouted Robert, “I don’t know about such things. Hell, I don’t even believe in that stuff.” He looked away and pretended to watch the Angelfish swimming around the rising stream of bubbles from the air stone. “I haven’t been the Sun Singer for a long time and I can’t go back.”
Grandfather Elliott reached over and wrapped his large, warm hands around Robert’s small, trembling fingers. “You will find your way, not back, but forward. Trust Raven, listen to Owl at night, and follow Eagle into the mountains where you will find your power.”
“Grandfather, I cannot do—” He saw the old man’s eyes were damp. “What is it?” He got the words out in a broken whisper.
“The osprey feather is gone.”
“Gone?”
“An odd breath of wind carried it into the fire where it was consumed. That’s when I heard the shrieking bird.”
Robert wrapped the bedspread around himself but it did little good. “Osprey’s my spirit helper. Do you remember the first time you told me that?”
“You’re attuned to the osprey as I’m attuned to the golden eagle,” he said. “You discovered my Audubon Birds of America prints when you were a third grader and that’s when I discovered your affinity for the osprey. I’m sorry about the feather.”
Robert knew what it meant, the wet chill in the room was telling him more than he wanted to know, yet he heard himself asking, “What does that mean, Grandfather?” as though a pure, naïve part of himself lived on in a world of red hula-hoops and merry-go-rounds.
“Routine change,” he said. “Or, great transformations—the alchemists’ gold!”
“Or death,” said Robert.
“Yes, or death.” He took a deep breath and, from Robert’s slumped vantage point in the sagging center of the old mattress, Grandfather grew taller. His voice was strong again when he said, “Change, transformation, death, all variations on a theme I could not puzzle together within the night’s dark mirror. But one fact was clear and indisputable.”
“I don’t want to hear it.”
“Of course not, but I will say it and you will hear what you will,” he said with a smile that looked genuine but out of place. “If you don’t go to the sun, you’ll never be strong enough to confront what must be confronted. Climb mountains, Robert, or my family remains in great peril.”
“Did your feathers tell the probable result of my quest?” asked Robert.
Grandfather regarded him carefully. “The gust of wind that interrupted my reading left me with a strange impression. When you find the dark thing, you may not want to kill it.”
“Geez, is that all you can say?”
“Not quite. First, do not speak of the magic that reaches out with anyone until they have earned your absolute trust. Second, I love you. Now I have said it all.”
Robert leaned forward and hugged the old man, and from the depths of the warm embrace, he silently cursed the day he first heard Sun’s almighty voice.
Three days later, Robert awoke from a dream about a dark-haired woman who stood behind scarlet flowers on a moonlit trail. She called him “Osprey” and his attraction to her was fundamental and potent, but before he could write down what she told him in the dream notebook, he saw red lights flashing against the white curtains. An orange and white ambulance sat in the driveway.
“Who’s sick?” he asked himself as he pulled on mismatched clothes.
He ran down the hall, colliding with his father next to the front door. Then he heard the siren.
“Dad?”
“Robert, wait.”
“Wait for what?”
“Robert, let’s sit in the living room.”
“Sit, why? Where are Alice, Mother, and Grandfather? Which one is sick?”
“Robert, I don’t…”
Robert pulled away and ran outside in time to see the ambulance roar down West Wood Street toward town. The siren faded away into the distance like a crying animal running away into the darkness.
Mrs. Jennings, a friend of his mother’s, was standing on her front porch across the street watching. Maybe Dad was right, maybe he didn’t want to know, didn’t want to hear the name. If he didn’t hear the name, nobody was sick or not sick. His uncertainty left all options open.
He walked into the yard and leaned against the old oak tree. So often—and it seemed like yesterday—he had ruined good clothes climbing to the highest branches that would hold him. He once asked Grandfather if he could climb to the stars. “Sure, sure,” he said. “A mountain climber I know once said, ‘Look to the stars for your dreams, for the heavens are a map of the human mind.’ It’s true, Robert, it’s true.” This evening the stars were dim lights behind the thin veil of the clouds.
“Robert?”
The soft whisper startled him. It was Dad, unkempt in an old bathrobe, face obscured by shadows.
Robert pulled at a loose piece of bark. “Grandfather?”
“Yes.”
“Is he dead?”
“No.”
Robert spun around and hugged his father until his arms hurt. Dad mumbled something about Grandfather’s heart, but it made no sense.
“Where’s mother?”
“She went with him in the ambulance,” Dad said.
“He’s going to be okay, isn’t he?”
“We hope so.”
Robert pulled away and saw a different story in his father’s brown eyes.
“No, no,” he yelled, and ran up the front steps, jamming his elbow against the screen door as he careened inside. He went to the hall bathroom where he was sick.
Another untamed nightmare had just galloped out of the darkness of sleep into real life. Clearly, lack of control brought chaos.
He imagines an alternative event, as though he’s looking at the other side of the coin:
“Robert, everyone’s fine. Your grandfather probably ate too much pizza,” his father tells him as he pushes the screen door open and runs out into the front yard in time to see the ambulance heading slowly back down West Wood Street toward town.
Mother and Grandfather are standing next to the old oak tree arguing.
“Cold pizza at this hour! Dad, what were you thinking?” Her hair is shoved sloppily up into her efficiency clip and she is efficiently ticked off.
“I was thinking that I was hungry,” he said casually.
Mrs. Jennings is standing on her front porch across the street enjoying the show: half the family in their jammies shooting the breeze about pizza in the middle of the gosh darn night. For Pete’s sake, it’s embarrassing.
“How do you explain the wine?”
“I don’t have to explain the wine. Pizza and pinot noir, pizza and Chianti, pizza and cabernet. You can’t have one without the other. Don’t you agree, Robert?”
“Yeah, sure, drag me into this so I end up grounded for a week,” he says, glancing at Mrs. Jennings who looks like she’s going to walk over and venture an opinion.
Grandfather hands him his lucky silver dollar. “Flip it for old time’s sake. If it comes up heads, I’ll admit I’m wrong. If it comes up tails, Katheryn, aka ‘Your Mother,’ will admit she’s wrong.”
“Dad, heavens to Betsy, let’s just go inside,” Mother says.
“Flip the coin, Robert.”
Mother nods, figuring—he supposes—that the coin is going to get flipped one way or another. Robert flips the silver dollar high in the air and when it lands with a thud, it lands on its edge.
“We’re both wrong,” says Mother, 50 percent vindicated.
Grandfather stomps his foot near the coin, causing it to fall one way or another. Too dark to tell which. Mother grabs it up before anyone can see.
“That’s that,” she says. “Now you two go inside while I tell Marcia we’re all fine—well, mostly fine.”
Robert follows his grandfather up the front steps, relieved, amused, and still somewhat shaken.
“Get the door for me, will you, Robert?” Grandfather asks.
Afterwards, life becomes usual again in a take-it-for-granted kind of way. Robert sits in the old story chair and hears the old stories because time no longer passes and circumstances no longer change.
Clearly, control brings comfort by keeping all of one’s real or imagined nightmares inside the confines of the barn.
Before Grandfather went away, time moved slowly. Now, in the following days, time stopped. The clock hands moved, but the clock hands lied. Robert never knew whether it was Monday or Friday. They said Grandfather died before the ambulance reached the hospital. An earlier illness of unknown origin had complicated things, they said. He hadn’t suffered, they said. How could they know? They couldn’t, but he guessed sappy things helped them get through it. He could hardly say he suspected an evil pheasant or that he might be next.
Robert refused to attend the visitation and viewing at Westley’s Funeral Home or walk into the church before the casket was closed. He didn’t want to remember an unnatural grandfather with a sissy celestial smile, a damn suit, cold hands, a cold heart, and a missing soul. When mother had a fit, he told her she would have to beat the hell out of him before she could drag him anywhere the lid was up. He had done his research. According to classical physics, Grandfather was in the coffin whether Robert looked or not. According to one interpretation of quantum mechanics, Grandfather was neither in nor out of the coffin until he looked. But scientists who championed the many worlds interpretation would say Grandfather was both in the coffin and not in the coffin. It was better that way. His parents did not know his tantrum was supported by cutting-edge science. They believed he couldn’t cope, a point of view that was not wholly wrong.
Finally, he went back to school where friends looked at him oddly and didn’t know what to say. Arthur was different from the rest. For one thing, his supply of genie jokes was endless, his current favorite being:
“A genie grants this guy a wish, so the guy says, ‘I want to walk along a tropical beach with a beautiful blonde wearing a bikini.’
“POOF! His wish is granted and ZAPPPPPP, he finds himself at a tropical lagoon with the most beautiful blonde in the world.
“Then the blonde asks: ‘Hey, sicko, why are you wearing a bikini?’”
And more than once Arthur brought Robert back to reality by diverting him into the Ritz Theater to see a dumb movie or over to Gerty’s Shoppe for “a pile of ice cream.”
“It’s tough,” Arthur said.
“Not like I would have expected,” said Robert.
“No?”
Robert finished the last of his chocolate ice cream while watching some kid talking to an old man at another table.
“I feel empty, like I just flushed my brains down the toilet.”
“Oh, double-gag, that’s gross,” said Arthur. “I’m so happy to have heard that while eating strawberry ice cream.”
“I can say worse things,” said Robert.
“Yeah, I know.” Arthur shoved over close to the window. “Geez, look at Sylvia Zorn walking by in those tight jeans.”
Robert knocked over his empty dish, sending the spoon clattering to the floor, as he slid over to look. And there she was, walking past the door for Pete’s sake, blonde hair blowing sideways like that, and yes, her jeans were tight, who wouldn’t notice?
“Oh, man, doesn’t she like ice cream?” asked Arthur.
“Sure she does,” said Robert, “but they banned her from the store.”
Arthur frowned. “What are you saying?”
“She’s so hot, all the ice cream melts before she gets to the counter.”
“I bet,” said Arthur, laughing. “I wouldn’t care, though. You either, right? You need some hot comfort.”
“I need something,” said Robert, remembering Sylvia’s blue eyes, how clear they were when she touched his arm on the day he returned to school.
She had appeared about 3:18 p.m. alongside the driveway where the buses were loading and said, “Robert, I’m so sorry about your grandfather.”
As she said his name, she rested the ring finger, middle finger and index finger of her left hand on his arm about an inch from his elbow. The pink nail polish matched her pink eye shadow and sweater, exactly.
“Thanks, Sylvia,” he said, and she smiled and she didn’t look away for a year, and then she said, “I have to go,” and stepped inside the No. 32 bus just before the door closed.
Her fingers were softer than he expected and more electric.
He imagines more, an alternative reality of movies, long walks through the infinite sea of grass at Fairview Park, candlelit dinners and urgent lovemaking at a hide-away inn north or south along Highway 51 where nobody knows their names.
He easily imagines less: asking her out, hearing her say, “I don’t think so,” “That’s crazy,” or “You’ll always be my friend.”
Considering the risks of being turned down, he would ask the genie to grant one wish: that he walk naked through a primeval forest on a night when the moon owns the world and be enslaved by a she-devil who initiates him into the unbridled pleasures of boundless depravity.
He believes he can will such things into his reality if he concentrates diligently on the proper mantras.
When Robert went into Grandfather’s study after avoiding it for several weeks, the rich aroma of pipe smoke still lingered in the air and the desk was still cluttered. There was a book on top of the stack with a bookmark in it. He knew what he would find before he opened it: PIGEONS AND DOVES: COLUMBIDAE.
He should have read it weeks ago. But like Arthur said, it was tough. Rock Dove, Mourning Dove, Chinese Spotted Dove, Ringed Turtle Dove, White-Winged Dove, Mexican Ground Dove, Inca Dove, White-Fronted Dove. In the margin of page eighty-three, Grandfather had added the word “evening.” Robert turned back to page fifty. Grandfather had underlined PHEASANTS: PHASIANIDAE in red ink and inserted the words “hidden duplicity.” Idle musings or important clues? Robert wondered if it mattered anymore.
Nonetheless, curiosity pulled him back to the OSPREYS: PANDIONINAE entry on page forty-one and there—in Grandfather’s carefully inscribed block letters—were the words, “Dear Sun Singer.” Conflicting emotions rattled his brain, and he slumped into the story chair before reading the note that began next to the Osprey entry and climbed the margin up past the Harrier entry all the way to the Eagle entry:
Dear Sun Singer—Like Osprey, your spirit totem, your vision knows no horizons as you carry messages between gods and men and become transformed. Fear the fireweed, not the fire. You own the sky!—Grandfather
Was this mystical BS supposed to be comforting, and what the hell was fireweed? You own the sky! “Oh, double-gag,” he shouted, borrowing Arthur’s expression. Robert put the book back on the desk and walked through the quiet house to his room. Mother and Dad had taken Alice to a Saturday afternoon movie. Arthur was at a camp in North Carolina. He climbed into his unmade bed and fell asleep while watching a school of neon tetras race from one end of the aquarium to the other.
The stone walls on either side of the cold passageway rise up toward a dark, faraway ceiling. The floor is wet and slippery. As he walks, small iron doors materialize; through them, he hears breathing and odd voices. The light is fading. He can’t breathe. Close at hand, a muffled scream goes all through him, and then a whisper, saying, saying, he is straining to hear it, “It’s a girl, poor woman, in this place far from the sun’s reach.” When he tries to run, he falls.
“Robert, wake up.”
His mother was trying to untangle him from the bedspread and sheet.
“You’re hot. It’s no wonder you’re having nightmares,” she said.
“I fell asleep watching the fish,” he said. “What time is it?”
“Time for dinner.” She reached over and picked up his dream notebook. “Three words from three dreams.”
“What?” He grabbed the notebook.
There it was: gem. He must have written it moments ago while dreaming about the dungeon.
“I can’t say I like this,” she snapped, and stood up abruptly. “You’ve gone three years without any psychic nightmares. Now this.”
“Gem? What do you make of it?” he asked, ignoring her comment.
“A jewel,” she said. Then she folded her arms across the front of her crisp blue apron and looked at him hard. “I don’t want you dabbling in magic. You don’t know what you’re doing and your grandfather isn’t here to pick you up when you fall. Do you understand me?”
“No, really, I don’t.”
She turned toward the hall. “The pork chops are burning. We’re not finished with this, do you hear?”
She was gone before he could answer.
Dabbling in magic? Other than the real or imagined evil magic discovered by the seven feathers, the magic was gone. And now his dreams were out of control again, and that was the last thing he needed. He threw the dream notebook in the wastebasket and shuffled down the hall, wondering what kind of dinner conversation went with burned pork chops.
When July rolled around, he flipped over the page on the wall calendar with a new animal for each month. A grizzly bear, Ursus horribilis, standing on its hind legs in a mountain stream. He was drawn to the red box he’d made with a marker around the block of days between July 9 and July 31.
“Our family vacation,” he told the fish in a singsong voice.
He tore the calendar off the wall and slung it into the wastebasket.
“Two points, fish.”
His desk was covered with travel brochures, plant and animal guides, and books piled high on books.
“More vacation crap, fish!”
He raked the sorry mess onto the floor. Grandfather Elliott was a dead liar. Avatars don’t die, they grow old and kick butt. Some avatar. Robert dropped down onto the bed, accidentally kicking the aquarium table as he rolled toward the window. Water sloshed out on the floor. The neons hid behind the plants and the shiny black stripes on the angelfish went pale.
“Are you okay, Robert?”
Dad was standing at the door, hands in his pockets.
Robert propped himself up on a pillow. “No, of course not.”
Mr. Adams shut the door, picked up the books, and arranged them in a neat pile on the table several feet away from the water puddle around the aquarium. Robert lunged past him and swept the books back off the table.
“Grandfather told me nothing but lies,” he shouted. “Nonsense about magic, dreams, and dancing in the sky.”
“We don’t know why people leave us when they do,” his father said.
“Leave us!” Robert made the face he made when he was pretending to be crazy. “Leave us! What a sugar-coated way to put it.”
His father looked sad and old, and long strands of graying hair fell to the wrong side of his part exposing his bald spot. He bent down and began picking up the books again.
“Leave them,” said Robert. “I’m throwing them away anyhow.”
“These are some of your grandfather’s special books,” Dad said casually. “He was always careful with them. This one—do you remember it?” He held up a slim, green volume. “Caring for Your Sheep. Even I understood it.”
Robert understood it, too. Now it had a torn dust jacket. Several other books lay open with bent pages. He stooped down to help his father pick them up.
“This was an important trip,” said Robert. “Grandfather and I had plans.”
His father looked straight into his eyes. “All of us miss him. Alice has cried herself to sleep a lot. I guess you’ve been too busy to notice.”
Robert looked outside into the normal world. Mr. Floyd was mowing the front yard. Harry Fielding was washing his car. Cory, Mark, Wade, and Big George were playing “set back” in the street with an old football.
His father reached over and touched his right shoulder, an uncommon gesture. “Do you want to talk?”
“I don’t think so,” said Robert. “Some of my thoughts aren’t too good.”
“Neither are mine,” his father said. “Your grandfather was a powerful force in all our lives. I guess you are wondering: now what? I wonder what he would say if he could speak to us from the northern lights, maybe ‘steel yourselves and you will be strong again.’ I know nothing of magic, so that’s my best guess.”
Robert smiled. “Pretty good, Dad.”
His father let out a deep breath. “Whew, yes—actually—it was very good.” He stood up slowly and turned toward the books on the shelves. “I’ve promised Alice a bedtime story. My lame stuff’s not good enough. She keeps saying ‘tell me a grandpa kind of story.’”
Robert pointed at the top shelf. “Try one that I haven’t torn up yet.”
His father extracted a small white book and said, “Yes, this one about the brave ground squirrels ought to do it.” He thumbed through it, laughing as he skimmed a little here and a little there. “Tom Elliott’s words perform tricks better than clowns and dancing horses at a circus.”
Later, Robert skimmed through Caring for Your Sheep, remembering the old stories Grandfather told him just before he died. He had been entrusted with the family flock when he was a boy and years later put everything he knew about sheep into this book. In a photo album somewhere, there was a picture of Grandfather—looking rather proud of himself—posing next to a bulky Columbia ewe. As Robert re-shelved the book, a smaller volume caught his eye, stuck in the narrow space between the desk and the wall.
He fished it out with a ruler—Crown of the Continent: A Climber’s Guide by Thomas B. Elliott. How had the book gotten there? And Grandfather’s missing trail maps, stuck inside the book between pages seventy and seventy-one at the entry that read Nináistuko Mountain (9,056). The maps appeared to be duplicates, one pristine, the other well used and frayed. Robert felt an odd chill. He didn’t believe in ghosts, but he would have noticed the book if it had been there before.
When Robert unfolded the newer copy of the map, a sheet of notepaper fell out. The handwriting on it was hard to read. Yet, when he held it under his desk lamp, the jumbled bits and pieces of ill-formed letters resolved into a cohesive note:
T,
Forgive my tardy return of the book and the map. Your description of Nináistuko’s east face route is excellent, especially the note about angling to the right on the cliff above the gully. If I’d known that on my first climb 15 years ago, I would have saved both my time and my hands.
Long ago, you learned how to find lost sheep. Now, in my own search, I am indebted to you for your advice. So it was that I returned once again to the summit of the sacred mountain last summer where I charted my course by the North Star.
D
Robert didn’t recognize the handwriting. The “T” was, no doubt, Thomas, but as for the “D,” he didn’t have a clue. He looked at the map. Nináistuko was northeast of Swiftcurrent Lake and the hotel. Grandfather had wanted to show him the trail to the Belly River. Robert traced the red dotted line on the map and saw that a ridge separated the river from the mountain. It would be much easier to reach Nináistuko by car via the plains road.
Though it was getting late, he read Grandfather’s descriptions of the west slope route and the east face route. Approaching the summit from the east was definitely more difficult. Leave it to Grandfather to include a paragraph about a warrior who fought the spirit of the mountain years ago during a four-day vision quest. Apparently “D” climbed the mountain for a similar reason.
Robert closed the book and turned off the light. He had a headache. No, not again, another woman’s voice inside his head, melodic, but no one he knew:
“That’s the way to the top. I’ll wait for you here.”
His own voice, then, protesting, “I can’t.”
“If I go with you,” she tells him, “we will die.”
There was nothing more. He listened and he heard only the bubbles from the aquarium’s air stone and his own screaming thoughts rising to the surface in separate worlds. He remembered the voice in the dream, the young woman saying, “There are numerous ways to die, little boy.” Not the same person. This woman was older and they were climbing Nináistuko under dangerous circumstances.
Perhaps Mother was right when she said, You don’t know what you’re doing and your grandfather isn’t here to pick you up when you fall.
After breakfast the next morning, Dad fanned out a handful of travel brochures on the table along with plane tickets, forms confirming their hotel reservations and rental car, and a new highway map.
“I planned a speech about this, but even I don’t want to listen to it,” he said. “Bottom line, we’re going on the trip.”
“This is part of steeling ourselves, isn’t it?” snapped Robert.
“Robert, your father doesn’t think we can turn back from this,” Mother said. She adjusted her hair clip, sweeping up the damp falling-down hair into a hard-as-nails look that matched the tone of her voice. “Today, each of us has our own reasons for seeing this as a hard duty. Like my father always said: ‘Small hills don’t make good mountain climbers.’ Tomorrow, we will wake up and start looking ahead with smiles on our faces or …” she looked at them sternly—“there will…”
“Be hell to pay!” announced Alice.
“What was that, young lady?” asked Dad as he made sufficient eye contact with Mother to mysteriously exchange telepathic information about how they wanted to handle this.
Alice smiled. “Mrs. Jennings told Billy there would be hell to pay if he tracked dirt into the house again.” She scratched her head and scrunched up her eyes. “I’ve started telling people at school there will be hell to pay whenever they get on my bad side.”
Mrs. Adams leaned across the table. “There will be hell to pay if you ever say ‘hell to pay’ again.”
“Yikes.” Alice stood up, adjusted her ponytail, tucked in her unruly shirt, took a deep breath, and said, “This is a good time to clean up my room.”
“No doubt,” Mr. Adams told her. “Kaye, if everything’s under control, I’ll drive down to Jensen’s and get a haircut.”
“Under control? That will be the day.” She turned to Robert. “And you, wait.” She stood in the kitchen doorway and watched Alice gathering up a trail of books left at various times on the dining room table, the buffet, and the end tables, before she disappeared down the hallway toward her bedroom.
“You and I need to learn how to deal with this together. You’ve been hiding in your room. I’ve been bustling around with my hair in a clip without …”
He must have looked at her funny because she stopped talking, tilted her head, and squinted at him as though he was out of focus.
“Oh, you thought I didn’t know about hair clip day,” she said.
“I hoped you didn’t.”
“You and your grandfather always had your secrets!” She poured the last of the coffee into her “Super-Star Mom” cup and sat down. “My hair’s been in this clip a lot since he died. It kept all of you from bothering me.”
“I didn’t know.”
That’s fine, it really is,” she said, softly. “I was being selfish. I should have known you were suffering, too. Out of sight, out of mind, I guess. I’m sorry.”
“Me, too,” he said.
“We’re done being alone. Now, this trip—it’s a chance. Will you try?”
“I’ll try.” He could see the dark circles under her eyes. What else could he say?
“It will be difficult.”
“I know.”
“You don’t see me removing my hair clip, do you?”
“No.”
She gathered the stuff for the trip together into a neat pile and slid a large paperclip over the top left-hand corner of the bunch.
“Okay then, we are going to try. Family is important. Family holds us together, like this gem clip. Now run off somewhere and do something.”
She hugged him when he stood up, and then he heard her crying before he got to the other side of the living room. How could he tell her everything he knew? Worse yet, why didn’t she tell him anything she knew?
He walked back to his room, saw the maps and the mountain climbing book, saw the familiar blue curtains and matching blue bedspread, saw himself in the framed photograph of the high school’s varsity baseball team. Everything he saw looked normal. And that’s what scared him. Where was he going and why? Was he chasing pheasants, promises, or the sun? The clues were few and far between.
“I know one thing for sure,” he told the angelfish. “If I can’t figure this nonsense out there will be hell to pay because magic reaches out from some alien place like the tongue of a snake.”
Chapter Two—Journey’s Beginning
The airplane climbed steadily toward moonlit rows of altocumulus clouds. Whether he was going to the sun or into magic’s darker shadows, Robert felt the heavy pressure of destiny on this trip as he watched the evening lights of the city disappear. The flat, well-ordered land of the Midwest lay below him like a carefully set table. Robert had lived his whole life on that table. As the plane approached thick patches of cloud, signposts of rising air and rising hopes, the perspective made his past look small indeed.
“Our adventure begins,” Mother said. She leaned over him to get a better view.
“Yes,” he said, “we never really had a choice.”
She put her hand on his arm. “I know.”
He turned back to the night sky. Her reflection in the window was a kind, yet measured, smile and a hand that hovered briefly near the back of his head. When their eyes met in the glass she pulled her hand away.
The plane leveled off at thirty-five thousand feet and reached a cruising speed of 545 miles per hour. Flight attendants brought dinner and then efficiently cleared away the trays. Robert looked through the books and crossword puzzles he’d packed to pass the time. A bad in-flight movie was running. When nothing interested him, he watched the stars until he fell asleep.
He stands in a dark room and looks out a door at a sky as flat black and blank as a new writing slate. The view has no form and no dimension. The room’s features are also obscured. No lamps have been lighted. Somewhere behind him or within him the steady tick of a clock or a heart brings order without comfort.
A sound creeps into his loneliness—as hollow and faraway as the sea in a shell or words whispered on a mountaintop. Like an incoming tide, a blue wave flows across the void, producing before his eyes a soft, three-dimensional evening. Mountains and trees appear slowly, from the ground up, as though an unseen being molds them from twilight stuff.
Approaching the door, he discovers that the valley holds a lake, brilliant as quicksilver beneath the rising moon. A tall, white-haired man stands beside the lake, contemplating the shadows and cliffs on the far shore. The smoke from his pipe drifts lazily out over the water. He turns and looks straight at Robert. The gray eyes, the tilt of the head, the hand brushing the chin—these are unmistakable. “Grandfather!”
The old man walks toward the door and Robert rushes to meet him, but when his foot touches the threshold a searing flash of blue-white light repulses him. A whirlwind of white fire spins in the doorway. He falls back, cracking his right elbow when he hits the floor. The whirlwind howls and Robert’s ears are filled with a cry as chill-cold and eerie as the wail of the last animal of a species.
The whirlwind’s arms and hands are liquid flame and they shoot across the room like spewing lava. Fingers, bony and hot, grasp his neck, crush his throat, and steal his breath. Consumed by anger, he fights back, but his fists uselessly punch through heat. He jams his left foot against a table, pushes hard, and rolls away from the fiery being in the twilight door.
The flames follow. He screams as light obliterates all shadows. His clothes are burning. Hands grab his shoulders and shake him violently. He resists and their grip tightens.
“Robert.” The voice sounded far away. “Robert, wake up.”
“Grandfather?”
He opened his eyes to a world of faces. Dad and Mother, close enough together to be Siamese twins, concerned and embarrassed. Several middle-aged women across the aisle, perturbed but with a dash of concern. A trim flight attendant, alert yet poised. Alice, closer, frightened while trying not to smile.
When he did not immediately construct these faces into a meaningful whole and respond with an appropriate explanation, Alice said, helpfully, “Cat’s got your tongue, cat’s got your tongue.”
“More like a monster, I’d say.”
“Don’t tell me,” she said. “If you tell me, I’ll think about it. If I think about it, I’ll dream about it, too.” She quickly disappeared from the lineup.
“Is the boy okay?” The flight attendant asked his parents the question as though she could not speak to him directly.
“He had a nightmare,” Dad said, looking at Robert with an expression of desperate hope for additional evidence.
“Yes,” said Robert. “A fiery monster.”
“I see those when I eat too much pizza,” the attendant said quickly, minimizing the experience for everyone.
“His grandfather passed away recently,” his mother explained. “He’s had a rather bad time of it.”
Robert winced. She always gave strangers more personal information than necessary.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” the flight attendant said. Then, she turned to Robert, “Can I get you something? A soft drink, something to eat—other than pizza?”
“Coffee, black,” Robert mumbled.
The flight attendant looked at mother who felt it necessary to explain just why anyone Robert’s age would be drinking coffee. “He takes after his grandfather in that regard. We’re lucky he didn’t choose to smoke a pipe as well. You’re not smoking, are you?” she asked.
“Of course not.” The flight attendant left and Robert hoped that signified the end of the incident.
His mother ran her hand through his hair. “Sorry about the nightmare.”
“I’ll be okay,” he said.
“Do you want to tell me about it?”
“Not right now, Mom.”
She nodded. “Here’s your coffee.”
“Someday I’ll tell you about some doozies I’ve had that literally scared the hell out of me,” his father said.
“Larry!” She motioned toward Alice’s seat.
“She’s already fallen asleep.”
“I’m glad somebody has,” said Robert. He pulled himself up out of his slouch and lowered the tray table in front of him.
“Goodness, how’d you get that ugly bruise on your arm?” his father asked.
Robert’s stomach twisted into a knot when he saw the purple welt that covered a large area above his elbow.
“You must have whacked it against the arm of the seat,” Mother said.
“Yes, that’s what happened,” he said.
Soon, they left him alone. He stared out the window at a night now heavy laden with clouds. The old man had recognized him, hadn’t he?
“What are dreams, Grandfather?” They were walking to the store for a newspaper when Robert asked him.
Grandfather smiled. “Scientists have been searching for the answer to that question for years.”
“But what do you think?” Gotcha, thought Robert, elated that he said But what do you think? first.
Grandfather stopped in the shade of a large oak. “Like this old tree,” he said, “some dreams are infinitely wise. Others are like the children playing on those swings, young and carefree.”
“When I wake up, my dreams seem weird,” said Robert. “I always wonder why I believed the situations were normal while they were happening. How do I make sense of it?”
“First you remember them, then you control them,” he said as he watched the children pretending the swings were airplanes.
“Control them?”
“It’s your dream. Change it. If you see an old rock, change it into a sock. If you don’t need a hose, turn it into a rose. When monsters appear, never fear, just ask for a spear. So you don’t like sour milk, transform it into cream, and then you’ll know you’re having a dream.”
“Sounds like fun,” said Robert.
“Once the fun begins, you’re ready for the next step.” He picked up a penny from the sidewalk and closed his hand around it. “Next, you learn dreamspinning—how to control your waking life in the same way.” He opened his hand—what sleight of hand was this?—and there was a crisp twenty-dollar bill.
“Grandfather, how?”
“Oh my goodness,” he exclaimed, “I guess I’m a counterfeiter!” He crumpled up the bill and tossed it high into the air where it flew, or seemed to fly, past the oak tree, past the two girls on the swings, and crossed the street toward the red flowers in the hanging baskets in front of Binah’s Bakery.
“Hmm, that appeared to be a female ruby-throated hummingbird that was very interested in those fuchsias,” Grandfather said, scratching his head as though he was puzzling out the thing himself.
“Grandfather, I’m not sure I want to know whether that really happened or you tricked me with some slick razzle dazzle.”
“But, Robert, what would be the difference?”
A squalling baby several rows forward in the cabin distracted him away from the memory. Goodness knows, he wasn’t sleeping. Not with all that coffee. He didn’t yawn once throughout the rest of the flight, the walk through the small airport, the paperwork at the rental car agency, or the drive to the nondescript motel on the west side of town.
As he prepared for bed, Robert sensed the fiery monster lurking beyond sleep’s doorway. He tried not to think of it, fearing his thoughts might lure it back into his dreams. He thought instead of the plane ride, the heavyset woman with frosted hair at the rental car booth, and the old buildings between the airport and the motel. After that, he slept through the night without nightmares or known dreams.
Dad’s travel alarm clock was loud enough to wake the dead and Robert felt like one of them—stiff as a warped board. At first glance, the morning was excessively yellow and he felt watched. How had he ended up lying across the bed corner to corner with his head on the windowsill tangled in the curtains? The raven pulled his attention away from the sagging mattress and lumpy pillow. It scrutinized him from a close fence post just outside the dirty window—an alert shadow superimposed over a lifeless scene of curing-out range grass and rocky hills. Watch what birds watch, Grandfather always said. For Pete’s sake, this raven’s dusty black eyes were stubbornly watching him.
“Up and running,” Dad said cheerfully. That sounded off key, too. He was at the sink, splashing aftershave on his face. He wore a crisp, new pair of dungarees that Robert thought should have been broken in before they were exhibited in public.
“Dad, where are the mountains?”
“Gosh, that stuff smarts.” He swiped at his face with a towel and looked in the mirror for damage. “About fifty miles away,” he said. “You’ll see them after we get out on the road. This town’s down in a little depression here.”
“Oh.” Robert thought it was more likely the town was depressed, from the stark uncompromising landscape and the rickety look of things. The raven didn’t even stay around. Trust Raven, Grandfather had said. He wondered how.
“Hurry up, you two,” Mother called from the adjoining room. “Alice and I are ready for breakfast.”
The motel coffee shop smelled like boiled coffee and burnt toast. Mentally, he commanded the coffee maker to turn into a donkey. It didn’t. Okay then, this wasn’t a dream. He was here in real life with aching muscles, with a headache, with pale overcooked scrambled eggs in front of him, with Dad saying “up and running” every few minutes, with Alice talking about bears, with Mother looking at him like she did on hair clip day.
He ate mechanically. A plate of blue bunch wheatgrass from the roadside couldn’t have tasted worse. Nobody mentioned his nightmare. In fact, nobody looked at him. Perhaps he had turned into a donkey. Perhaps he had brayed from dusk to dawn in a nightmare that he had already forgotten. He ordered the toaster to turn into Sylvia Zorn. Nothing but more burnt toast. Probably an omen.
As they left town they passed two gas stations, a bar, a farm implements showroom, and a Resume Safe Speed sign marked with rusty bullet holes before the road boiled up out of the flat to the crest of a hill.
“There they are,” Mother said, pointing to a miniscule aberration on the horizon.
“What?” asked Robert “That’s dirt on the windshield.”
“Look again,” his father said, laughing. “Those are mountains.”
More like anthills.
The plains were dry and almost treeless. There was plenty of sky. The road was a straight cut through the land’s roll, and the end of it seemed to cut a swath through the clouds, too. Even at midmorning, the day was hot. Hard to believe they would need the wool shirts they packed. From all he could tell of the mountains, he wondered about the need for his boots as well.
The boots came from grandfather. The day Robert got the boots was gray and cold. He had been given the task of shoveling snow off the driveway. Chopping might have been a better word. Beneath the fluffy new snow was a bed of ice that threatened his hands—but not the shovel—with permanent damage. Grandfather bought heavy-duty shovels that were guaranteed to last well into the next ice age. Robert was working on a troublesome spot when the screen door slammed and Alice walked carefully down the front steps.
“Did you come out to help me clear off the driveway?”
She screwed up her face. Her cheeks were already blushing with the cold. “I’m too little, Robert,” she said. She used that annoying tone children always use when instructing older people.
“Well, don’t stand where you are. I’m trying to chop up that ice,” he said.
She slid away several feet and then held her arms straight out. “Look what Grandpa gave me.”
“What?”
“My new coat.”
“Oh.” He leaned on the shovel. “That looks warm.” It was a miniature ski jacket, bright red with bulging arms that made her look like a tiny bodybuilding champ. “When did he give it to you?”
“Just now. Do you like it?” She turned around so he could see the back. “I want to show Daddy.”
“He’s in the back yard.”
She ran off, stumbling through a snowdrift she hadn’t noticed in her haste. “I like the coat,” he called after her. Alice smiled back at him and vanished around the corner of the house.
He took out his jealousy on the stubborn ice. When he went inside a half hour later, he found Grandfather sitting on the living room couch with his hands resting on an oblong package wrapped in grocery-sack paper.
“Got a minute?” he asked.
“Sure,” said Robert, trying not to sound grumpy.
“Don't look so down in the mouth,” Grandfather said. “It’s not another coat for Alice.”
Grandfather hadn’t forgotten how to read minds. Robert slid down on the couch and tore away the paper. “Who put all the Scotch tape on the lid?”
“A sadistic clerk,” Grandfather said. He extracted his pocketknife and neatly cut the tape. Robert removed the lid and stared. The room smelled of new leather.
“Boots!”
“Those will take you to the top of the highest mountains you can find,” he said.
“But Grandfather, my old boots aren’t worn out yet.” He ran his hand along the heavy soles. “You didn’t have to do this.”
“Your old boots are trail boots,” he said. “Look at the blunt toe and heavier soles. These are for rock.”
Robert lifted one of the large black boots out of the box. “Heavy,” he said. “Gosh, the laces are certainly long enough.”
“There are enough hooks and eyelets there to use up most of that cord,” Grandfather said.
“Maybe I better start breaking them in.”
The old man leaned back, eyes twinkling. “Perhaps so. A foot full of blisters would be a drag half way up a mountain.”
“They’re really great, Grandfather.”
“Blisters?”
“No, the boots.”
“Oh. I guess you like them.”
“Very much,” said Robert.
Rock grabbing was best done with the feet, Grandfather told him once. Grandfather knew about rock. He’d climbed mountains all over the world—the Pyrenees, Transylvanian Alps, Cascades, Tetons, and Rockies. His path would be a hard one to follow. When Robert slid his foot down into the right boot, he felt like a child trying on a man’s shoe.
Now, en route to destinations unknown, he was trying to finish a man’s mission. At home, the mountains of dream were abstract. As Dad drove through the foothills in the shadows of towering clouds, the mountains gained substance. Finally, after the car labored up a steep grade, a bright high-country world appeared.
“Mommy, Daddy,” shouted Alice. “We’re here. Look how high we are.”
“This is beautiful, Kaye,” Dad said. “We should have come here a long time ago.”
Mother smiled awkwardly and said nothing. Why didn’t she want to be here?
They turned up a narrow Glacier Park road that clung to a rocky ledge above the whitewater of the cold Swiftcurrent River that began as melt from a glacier at the end of the valley—he knew that from having studied Grandfather’s map. The map couldn’t capture the healthy roar of the water to the left of them, the sweet scent of the fir trees to the right of them, or the land of Pyrrha somewhere out there ahead of them.
“Robert,” said Mother, “can you see the gray-white splotch on that mountain wall? There, straight through that gap in those trees.”
“Snow?” asked Alice, as her coloring book fell unnoticed to the floor.
“No, that’s the glacier.”
The mountains became three-dimensional, rough, and ribbed with deep lines that ran like cuts for a puzzle through the multi-colored rock. Two hikers picked their way through the crumble of talus at the base of a deep red mountain near the road. They waved as the Adams passed. The road skirted massive boulders and then swooped up a small hill into the mouth of a valley shaped like a V. The arms of the V began at a lake and ended at a gray, fortress-like wall that linked the mountains on the horizon together.
Many Glacier Hotel on Swiftcurrent Lake consisted of two four-story wood buildings connected by a long room. Each floor was somewhat smaller than the one below. As numerous as holes in Swiss cheese, a multitude of doors on each level opened onto balconies with carved railings. In the center of the larger of the two buildings—next to the main entrance—a stone chimney climbed the wall toward the sloping roof.
“If this isn’t the place, it’s a good copy,” said Robert. He scanned the valley and counted eight mountains in a circle around the hotel. It was better than the map.
“Yes,” said Mother, “this is it.”
“Look at that little squirrel sticking its head out of the hole,” squealed Alice. “It’s from Grandpa’s story.”
Next to a flowerbed, two small children and their father watched a mantled ground squirrel. The squirrel peeked out of its burrow.
“That squirrel is expecting a free lunch,” Mother said.
Several men in gray khaki trousers and faded green work shirts emerged from the hotel. “Don't touch that squirrel,” one of them called. “It has sharp teeth.”
“Darlene, Ellen, not so close,” the children’s father said.
“Oh, Mommy,” said Alice, “let’s go look.”
“You heard what the man said,” Mother told her.
“We’re not going anywhere until we get organized.” Dad’s voice was stern—but not angry. He stopped next to a row of bellman carts. “Alice, help your mother with these sacks. Robert, can you lift your lead-filled suitcase up on one of these carts?”
“Yes sir, it’s light as a feather.”
The mountain air was a tonic. He could have hauled the suitcase to the glacier and back. He glanced up at the balconies. On the other hand, if the room were up there, a bellman’s help would be nice. Bellmen worked at class places. The incident on the plane seemed far away. He followed his father through the wide doors determined not to walk about like a child.
The central part of the quiet lobby stretched all the way to the building’s fourth floor roof. Immense tree trunks supported interior balconies that ringed the great room. The trees were polished smooth, no doubt by the hands of hundreds of children who tried to encircle them with their arms. He heard their high-pitched words of wonder, alive in the wood: Can you reach all the way around? No, too big, too big.
Alice followed him across the lobby and pressed her face against the wide windows fronting on the lake. The lake captured the world of clouds, mountains, and trees like a mirror. Several small boats were out. The people in them slept or fished at the junction between worlds.
After Dad completed the formalities at the front desk, they climbed the stairs to the top of the trees and their third-floor rooms. The rooms were spacious, simply furnished, and comfortable. There was no air conditioning, and ancient radiators with dripping faucets provided heat. On the walls were pictures of mountains, deer, elk, and Indians.
“Rustic,” said Robert. “But nice,” he added quickly.
“Which bed do you want?” his father asked.
The double beds were a luxurious change from home. “The one by the window,” said Robert.
“Fine. I'll be the warm one at night,” Dad said as the clothes literally burst out of his suitcase. “Boy, when I pack a suitcase, I pack a suitcase.”
“We need larger suitcases.”
“Right,” said Dad. “For you to carry up all those stairs.”
“Only if you give me as much as you gave that bellman.”
“In addition to the money you make mowing yards and clearing driveways with Arthur, you get a weekly tip—it’s called an allowance. Remember?”
“It needs to be adjusted for inflation,” Robert said.
Before his father could answer, Robert shoved open the door to the balcony and ducked outside. The motor launch was leaving the pier behind the hotel, en route to a similar pier on the other side. Out there, through the great woods that hugged the far shore, beyond the boundaries of his comprehension, lay a city whose name appeared on no map. Intuitively, it seemed far away and near at hand—simultaneously.
“Grandfather,” he said, “if you have been watching and listening, then you already know I don’t like being stuck with this—this unclear mission.”
He methodically scanned the lake, the trees surrounding the lake, and mountains for a sign, and saw none. The old man should be ashamed of himself.
After lunch, Robert wandered through the gift shop past plaid shirts and moccasins, ashtrays and imported souvenirs, maps and film, and the slides somebody else took of your vacation. He bought some bottled water and selected a postcard with a picture of the hotel on the front, went into the writing room, sat at a small table near an open door, and studied the blunt, red-rocked face of Grinnell Point across the lake.
Alice was down near the dock throwing stones in the water. Father sneaked up behind her and pretended he was pushing her into the lake. She whirled around, laughing, and hid behind Mother.
He flipped over the postcard and scribbled: “Dear Arthur, Having a good time—wish you were here.”
A middle-aged man in khaki trousers, a wool shirt, and old boots walked across the porch outside the door, paused, and called to somebody on one of the upper balconies.
“Maistó, Maistó.”
As he spoke, a large raven landed on the arm of a rocking chair, setting it in motion. The man laughed uproariously as the bird fought to balance itself, making the chair rock even more. The bird had a lot to say about that, and its growing ill temper was such a comical sight that Robert couldn’t help but laugh.
The man glanced at Robert. “Rocking Raven is one absurd bird,” he said lightly.
Then he sighed, extended his left arm toward the raven and said, “Puhsapot, puhsapot.”
The bird leapt up onto his arm and looked in at Robert as though the clumsy landing was his fault.
“Za kaniszíhpa?”
The bird spoke at some length in response to that. To Robert, it sound like a monotonous combination of cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk, but the man nodded and said “hmm” and “áhsaz” and “ahsáhta” and “A Maistó” whenever the raven paused.
“So then, you are Robert Adams,” he said, looking at Robert again. “Maistó and I do not mean to be rude. I am David Ward.” He extended his free hand through the open door as Maistó lifted his wings to compensate for the movement.
His grip was strong, but not the kind that crushes fingers.
“How do you know my name?” asked Robert.
“Raven has told me.”
“Cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk cr-r-r-r-ruck,” said the raven.
“Nómohtahsítaki, Maistó,” replied Mr. Ward. “Nítúpiazaw, nitáisxinemazaw.”
“What?” asked Robert.
“Raven speaks in riddles,” said Mr. Ward. “Does the traveler who sleeps with his face against the window see where he is going?”
“For Pete’s sake.” Robert leaned back in his chair and squinted at the bird. No way. It couldn’t be the same bird.
“Maistó has no twin,” said Mr. Ward.
“If that is the same raven I saw outside the motel window this morning, how did he get here so fast?”
“His route was more direct, as the crow flies, so to speak.”
“Cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk tohk Cr-r-r-r-ruck tohk tohk cr-r-r-r-ruck caw cr-r-r-r-ruck,” said the raven.
“Exactly so,” agreed Mr. Ward. “Robert, Maistó has reminded me that you must not confuse him with common crows. They are greedy, self-serving birds that eat too fast. According to Maistó, the ‘caw’ sound we associate with crows is more of a belch than a call.”
Robert laughed. “Thank you for that image,” he said. “Now I will—”
He was interrupted by a small child who careened through the writing room, pulling a quacking plastic duck on a long red string. Raven was not amused and took to the air with a noisy flutter of wings and flew across the lake toward the campground.
“May I have the remaining water in that bottle?”
“Sure.”
Mr. Ward pushed his torn shirt sleeve up past the ragged lacerations left in his forearm by the raven’s toes. He washed out the cuts and inspected the damage.
“Animal tracks are best studied in snow or damp ground,” he said sarcastically, “but here you have it, the traditional toe arrangement, three on top, one on the bottom. It’s called anisodactyly.” He leaned down closer. “And best I can tell, our raven’s feet were bigger than average, over three and one-half inches front to back.”
“Better your arm than mine.”
“Maistó had some doubt about your wilderness skills. I was more optimistic, you’ll be pleased to know. I told him I would teach you a few tricks. ‘Nitáisxinemazaw,’ I said. And he understood. But I did not expect an object lesson quite so soon.”
Three thoughts competed for Robert’s attention: (1) David Ward has arrived at this moment as a sign from Grandfather and should be listened to; (2) David Ward is eccentric, though possibly harmless, and should be avoided; (3) Trust Raven. Robert stepped outside and sat in Raven’s rocker.
“Mr. Ward, how did you and Raven happen to show up minutes after I sat down at that writing table?”
“You can call me David and you can call Raven Maistó.”
“Okay.”
Mr. Ward—David—pulled another rocking chair over and sat down. Robert guessed the man was probably in his fifties. His boots were well scuffed and his dungarees were faded and threadbare. And, goodness knows, he didn’t appear to be in a hurry.
“Maistó and I were waiting for you,” he said finally. He pulled a folded sheet of typewriter paper out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Robert. “Take a look at this.”
He felt a strange chill when he touched the paper. He knew why when he saw the compact, precise handwriting. Grandfather Elliott’s penmanship was immediately recognizable. The letter, so perfectly centered on the page, was a sign if nothing else was. It was written on July 10, exactly two years ago to the day.
Dear David,
This evening, I remember the icy rock of the Magic Line we followed to the top of the Savage Mountain. At the summit, as we stood awestruck for too brief a time, I said, “David, from here I can see the day when I will forget those I hold dear.”
Do you recall your response? You said, “Long ago, I inherited your sheep. You know that Neddy and I took good care of them. I won’t forget those you hold dear.”
That day is fast approaching. Old injuries haunt me already. Yesterday, I forgot my daughter’s name between morning coffee and afternoon tea. Facts and dreams connected to Pyrrha are the most fragile.
I have kept my promises. Robert knows nothing of Pyrrha and will not find out until after his 15th birthday. Then I expect I will bring him to the high country along the backbone of the world and introduce him to the dear ones he does not know.
Old friend, if Robert arrives without me, you will know I have gone, though you may have already heard the news on the wind. In that event, I hope you will point him in the right direction so that old Garth will find him and open the door. My work in Pyrrha was left undone. Robert has the grit to finish it. I trust the future to him implicitly.
Let us discuss this by phone. There are things to say about Pyrrha that I suspect you have not divined. I would call, but your phone number has gone out of my head. When time allows, call me and we will speak again of daughters and the empty places in our hearts.
Le deagh dhùrachd,
TBE
“You may keep the letter,” David said when Robert looked up.
“I have questions,” said Robert.
“Not here.”
David nodded toward the lake. Mr. Adams was walking briskly between the boat dock and the porch steps. The expression on his face was similar to the feeling inside Robert’s stomach: sulfurous. He folded up the letter and slipped it into his wallet as David used the back of the rocker to pull himself to his feet.
“I’m tired already,” he said to Robert as Mr. Adams started up the steps.
“Good afternoon, David,” said Mr. Adams.
“Larry, it’s nice to see you again.” The men shook hands and leaned against the porch railing purportedly watching the boats on the lake.
“David, Robert is not ready for this.”
“Dad, what are you saying?”
“Robert, I want you to enjoy our vacation,” his father said. “Swim, hike, and fish all you want, but taking dangerous risks, that’s another thing.”
“What risks?” asked Robert. Did he know about Pyrrha?
“Come now, surely you see this has been artfully arranged,” Dad replied in the overly calm manner he reserved when arguments were brewing. “We’ve hardly had a chance to get our feet on the ground here when your grandfather’s primary climbing team member appears as if by magic. You have a new pair of expensive boots. Mr. Ward is a world-class mountain climber. The evidence isn’t conclusive, mind you”—he smiled when he said that—“but I worry about risks here that are over your head, so to speak.”
“Neither one of us has mentioned mountain climbing, Dad.”
“David?”
“World class? You’re too kind,” said David, and he looked puzzled as though he’d never been referred to in that way before. “I’m a Shakespeare teacher who happened to grow up around rock. What sense do you see in that, noble Robert?”
“I see that you climb as high as you might to escape the slings and arrows of your students,” said Robert.
“Very astute,” said David, grinning. “And how came you by this knowledge?”
“I’m a student. I know what we can do to teachers.”
“Yes, I expect so.”
“I had a more celestial view,” Mr. Adams said. “I thought you stood on the mountain tops with a book and intoned your favorite lines for ground squirrel and ptarmigan alike:
Full many a glorious morning have I seen
Flatter the mountain tops with sovereign eye,
Kissing with golden face the meadows green,
Gilding pale streams with heavenly alchemy.
“Ah, yes, the first four lines of the thirty-third sonnet, very fitting, and quoted perfectly,” said David.
“Dad, I didn’t know you were a scholar.”
“Don’t ask me for more,” he said. “But we digress, and I am still wondering about the marvelous coincidence here on the back porch.”
“No coincidence,” said David. He paused while the child with the quacking toy duck bounded out of the writing room onto the porch followed by a desperate and apologetic mother. David smiled but continued to rub his arm where Maistó had left his marks.
“Dangerous duck,” Dad said.
“Dangerous child,” said Robert.
“Larry, two years ago, Tom wrote me a note telling me he hoped to show Robert the mountains this summer.”
“He had that psychic way about him,” Dad said. “But you have heard?”
“Yes,” said David. “I will miss him, but hopefully not for long. Before you walked up, I was about to ask Robert if he had time to hike around the lake. I’m heading up through the Ptarmigan Tunnel with friends tomorrow. If the weather clears out, we plan to stand on top of both Nápi Mountain and Nináistuko if the old trickster god will let us. ”
“Dad, I’ll be back by dinner,” said Robert.
“I’ve heard that a hundred times,” his father replied. Then he turned to David and put his arm on his shoulder. “You were Tom’s greatest friend. If he were here, he’d throw caution to the wind and stand on Nápi’s head with you. If Robert isn’t back by dinner, I’ll assume he has similar intentions.”
“No way,” said Robert. “I’ll run up to the room and get my stuff,” he added, before Dad reversed his decision.
“Bring a full pack, Robert,” said David. “You’ll want to get used to the weight before you go on to anything more strenuous.”
When he got to the room, Mother was reading another one of her escapist books. She put a finger to her lips. “Alice’s finally fallen to sleep,” she whispered, motioning toward the next room.
Robert shut the door quietly. “I came up for my pack and boots. I’m hiking around the lake with a guy I met downstairs.”
She frowned. “Who? Does your father know this?”
“It’s David Ward, Grandfather’s old friend. Dad’s talking to him downstairs.”
“Well, I never!” Her face was bleached out. She just sat there.
“Mother?”
Her smile looked strained. “Will you be back in time for dinner?”
“I already promised Dad. David—Mr. Ward—said it’s a short walk.”
Robert packed quickly. Finally, when everything was accounted for, he put on a lightweight jacket and stood up to leave.
“Take those candy bars and potato chips from the dresser,” she told him. “You might want a snack—but savor it, unlike your lunch.”
“Right.”
“Your left bootlace is dragging.” As he knelt down to adjust it, she said, “There are hundreds of miles of trails out there. You’ll be careful?”
“Aw, Mom, we’re just walking around the lake.” He looked up and saw that her face was solemn. “It’s less than three miles—I remember that from Grandfather’s map.”
“Just walking around the lake,” she said evenly. “Just is a simple word at the beginning. But plans can change.” She looked outside.
“What’s wrong?”
“You must find what you must find,” she said. “I see your father’s found a rowboat.” She looked out the window as she talked. “Needless to say, I knew your grandfather a long time. There’s not much he didn’t tell me. In fact, I’ve come to think I remembered a lot of things he forgot in recent years.”
He looked past her and saw David Ward standing on the pier as Dad pushed off and began rowing easily toward the center of the lake. A golden eagle soared down from the red rock face of Grinnell Point on the opposite shore.
“The first time I came here, I stayed in this room and saw a golden eagle fly over the lake from north to south, just like that one. Your grandfather said it was a sign.”
“Meaning what?”
“He left that for me to figure out.” She flipped out her hands, palms up, and shrugged.
“He was partial to eagles.”
“Apinákui-Pita,” she said. “His Blackfeet name, Morning—“
“Eagle,” said Robert.
She turned and looked at him now. “I trust you will find a way to come back,” she said.
“What?”
“Promise me you will.”
“I promise.”
“Good.” Her eyes were damp. “Now get out of here and let me read.”
He did not like ending the conversation that way, but she had already shut him out and sat there, her back straight in the small chair, turning the page of the book to a new chapter. What was all that about?
David Ward was dozing in a lawn chair near the lake’s edge, and Dad was far out into the middle trying to take a picture of the eagle before it turned southwest and flew toward the salamander-shaped glacier on the pinnacled arête at the end of the valley.
When Robert approached, David’s eyes snapped open. “Ready?” he asked, fully awake.
“Sure,” said Robert, and he had to run to catch up as David leapt out of the chair in a blur of motion and walked across the sloping lawn at a overstated pace. “I think I put too much stuff in this pack.”
“You’ll get used to it,” said David. “Here’s the trailhead. Let’s walk around to the pier on the far side and talk about your grandfather’s letter.”
The trail meandered near the lake’s edge for a time, past cottonwood trees and willows. The word meander didn’t describe David’s approach to hiking. For Pete’s sake, where’s the fire? Robert wondered.
As soon as the where’s-the-fire question crossed Robert’s mind, David said, “Let’s take a breather,” and stopped so abruptly that Robert almost ran into him. David didn’t seem to notice; the wildflowers along the trail were apparently more interesting. “Well, aren’t these doing well this summer?”
“What are they?” asked Robert.
“The pink ones are fireweed—Epilobium angustifolium, if you want to know the genus and species. Interesting plant, though it’s rather unsafe at night.”
“Unsafe?” asked Robert, feeling distinctly chilled as he remembered Grandfather’s margin note, Fear the fireweed, not the fire. “In what way?”
“Those who misuse the moon are drawn to fireweed after sundown, but otherwise there’s no need to slander the plant,” he replied, rather absently, as he stooped down next to several of the hardier stems near the edge of the trail. “Fireweed has equally potent, but more mundane uses. When the shoots are young, cook them in gently boiling water. The young leaves are great in a salad. The older leaves taste lousy, but make a good tea. Peel this bark away, and the pith isn’t half bad, though it’s better in a stew.” He looked up at Robert. “A lot to learn, I know.”
“It’s a living grocery store,” said Robert.
David laughed and stood up. “I like that. It’s also a living medicine cabinet.”
“I’ll need a good wild plants book to remember what’s what.”
“That’s a good start,” said David. “Try not to see it all as a mass of green stuff with pink or yellow flowers. Notice what stands out. This aspen has pale bark”—he ran his hand down toward the base of the tree—“except here where it’s rough and black. This is an old tree. These leaves—they are fine-toothed and different from the leathery dark leaves on that kinnikinnik vine across the trail.”
Robert shook his head. “Kinnikinnik?”
“Same word backwards and forwards,” said David.
“Geez, it is,” said Robert. “That’s easy to remember—for now. Later, everything will be jumbled inside my head.”
“I know,” he said, and was moving again. Then he shouted back over his shoulder, “On some days, truth itself is a fool.” His laughter shook the aspen leaves.
Finally, they reached the pier on the far side of the lake near the base of Grinnell Point and sat on a comfortable log at the edge of a stand of lodgepole pines. The lake was a brilliant turquoise blue beneath a bright sky and the wind was brisk.
“Good view of the hotel,” mumbled David.
“And Mount Altyn, too,” said Robert.
“Ah, you’ve got a map. I expect it won’t answer the questions on your mind now.”
“I’ve got a hundred of them.”
“Hmm, by the look of things behind the hotel, the boat crew hasn’t started boarding passengers for the next trip across the lake. So, we have a minute or two or ten.”
Robert wanted to ask about Pyrrha, to know everything, to solve the mystery of it, but asking how David Ward knew Grandfather Elliott seemed to be the polite, responsible thing to do.
“You knew Grandfather for a long time, didn’t you?”
“I met your Grandfather when I was ten years old.”
“Wow.”
David frowned. “So it’s ‘wow,’ is it? I know I look old, but not that old.”
“Sorry.”
He picked up a branch and began stripping the bark off it with his thumbnail. “Here’s the history stuff in capsule form. Your grandfather sold his ranch—lock, stock, barrel, and flock—to my grandfather. My mother grew up there and so did I. Meanwhile, your grandfather moved around a lot, as I later learned. He usually kept sheep. When I was in the fifth grade, he sold us his last flock, as he called it. A friendship developed. It began with the sheep and our border collies and ended up in the sky. You know about your grandfather’s mountain climbing, right?”
“Yes, some.”
“Now there was a thing my mother and your mother hated with an equal passion,” he said, shaking his head. “I climbed a lot with Tom and his group of dedicated crazies. Mother got blatantly quiet whenever I pulled my climbing gear out of the closet. By the time I left the house, she’d usually have her face contorted into a pretty good pout. Grandma always said Mother looked like an offended cat who’d just fallen in the toilet.”
“I know the look,” said Robert. “I saw it before I left the hotel.”
A young woman jogged past at a brisk pace, creating a rush of air that carried to him her mixed sweet scents of sweat and soap. “Hey,” she said, and her bright blue eyes were on him as her right foot—delicate in the clean white shoe—touched the earth within inches of his clumsy boot. “Hello,” he said as she passed by without breaking stride, and he couldn’t turn away from her tight shorts or deeply suntanned legs and he imagined her urgently waiting for him later that evening in the moon shadows of old trees.
He became aware of the quiet, or at least of the lack of conversation, and tilted his head as though he had been listing to the chattering birds.
“Noisy birds,” said Robert. “What are they?”
“Pine siskins,” said David. “The yellow on their tails and wings matches the jogger’s blonde hair.”
When Robert noticed David’s restrained smile, he said casually, “They probably turn heads and ruffle feathers everywhere.”
“No doubt,” said David. He scraped the last piece of bark off the stick and then used the rough pointer to draw several lines and circles on the ground. “I know you want to talk more about the pine siskins, but I need to tell you what little I know about Pyrrha before I’m late for a meeting with my climbing group at the campground. The circles here are lakes, the lines are trails.”
“Yeah, if you like abstract art.”
“Not really,” he said. “I just can’t draw. We’re slap in the middle of this trail junction. The route to Pyrrha leads up the trail behind me, here, then along the base of Mount Allen toward the Angel Wing at the head of Lake Josephine.”
“There’s no city there,” said Robert. “I’ve seen the map.”
David leaned forward and drew six short lines on the ground. “Listen,” he said, looking up with his eyes narrowed, “I’m going to ask you to take a leap of faith. If Garth arrives, he will show you. Otherwise, visualize this diagram, in your mind’s eye, as time.”
“Time?”
“Yes.”
“Time is time.”
“Here’s where you need that leap of faith.” David stood and began pacing back and forth like a teacher at a chalkboard. “Multiple universes exist in the same physical space.”
“I’ve seen Star Trek.”
“Good. Now, imagine that the universes are stacked up like cord wood, like the lines in this diagram. In this universe, you and I exist. Neddy, my sheepdog exists, and so do the pine siskins and the jogger. In an adjacent universe, you will find a different time line, different people, and slightly different scenery. Pyrrha exists in an alternate universe.”
If it weren’t for Grandfather Elliott’s role in all this, Robert would have jogged right back to the hotel. “Suppose I believe this, how do I get to this alternate universe?”
David laughed. “You’ve been there already in your dreams.”
“Excuse me?”
“Have you not seen the inside of Justine’s prison?”
“Vaguely, yes.”
“Have you not seen Garth’s house.”
“What are you telling me?” Could this middle-aged man with thinning hair, faded jeans, and a sarcastic tone in his voice possibly be sane? Robert got up and walked down to the lakeshore and saw a dozen or so minnows dart out of sight into the deep water. Was the lake another universe? “David,” he said, “are you telling me Pyrrha is nothing but a dream?”
“It’s as real as the minnows in the lake,” said David. “You can reach Pyrrha in your dreams or you can physically go there through a portal. Two portals are nearby. There’s an ancient tunnel at Morning Eagle Falls. Your grandfather used that portal until I constructed an industrial-strength doorway at the head of Lake Josephine and concealed it inside a cabin. Is this a bunch of hooey? You decide. Your purest concentration on the diagram while standing at the portal will be your reality.”
Robert stood next to the pier. A sign across the trail from the pier displayed the mileage to the hotel, the campground, and Lake Josephine. The pine siskins were still talking in the taller trees. The sky was beginning to cloud up. Rowboats dotted the lake. Cars and tour buses came and went along a driveway that looped past the hotel, a saddle horse concession and the employee dorms. All of that seemed normal enough.
“Let’s say I try it. If Pyrrha is real, how do I find grandfather’s friends when I get there?” asked Robert. “And don’t tell me I need a mysterious spell or charm to summon them out of the darkness either.”
David laughed. “While I’m a Leo, I was born without charm. I’ve had spells, though.” He sat on the log again and the sun was in his eyes, yet that did not quite explain their deep shining green color or the strength of his gaze, and suddenly a gust of wind shoved Robert against the pier’s railing. Just as quickly the wind subsided and David said, “Listen to the wind, it speaks to you and will lead you to any destination you desire.”
“What a bunch of BS.”
“Stop reacting for a moment,” David said roughly. “I didn’t get your grandfather’s letter for six weeks, first because it was sent to an old address, and second because I was standing on the top of a mountain when it eventually arrived. By the time I called, his memories of Pyrrha were gone. In earlier years, we talked about Pyrrha and other alternative universes, but I didn’t pry into your grandfather’s business there and he didn’t offer to explain it. You are on your own, as we all are, ultimately.”
“Mother knows about the people there, but she won’t tell me.”
David’s expression softened. “Her reasons for hiding what she knows do not arise out of malice,” he said. “My impressions are these: One way or the other, your grandfather’s experiences at Pyrrha almost killed him. Your mother worries about your walking in harm’s way. I think she knows about the people there and feels that they’ve competed with her for your grandfather’s time and attention.”
“I think she promised Grandfather to let me go, but I’ll bet she told him she wouldn’t lift a finger to help.”
“You may be right.” He stood and looked at his watch. “What have you decided? Are you walking over this hill toward Lake Josephine or heading back to the hotel?”
David leaned against an aspen—Robert felt virtuous for remembering the tree’s name—and watched a small cloud climbing down the saddle between Mount Altyn and Mount Henkel.
“I’m tempted to go back to the hotel and think about all of this.”
“I understand,” he said. “She sits alone in a chair reading a poor gothic novel.”
“Who?”
“The young lady who jogged past us.”
How the hell did he know that?
“My grandmother always told me that flies would land on my tongue if I walked around with my mouth hanging open like yours is now.”
“You probably told her you liked eating flies.”
“I did,” said David. “See, you know more than you think. And I know that Heather Martin is sitting in the lobby reading a book. A connection was made when you smiled at her. She knows it and you know it.”
“What would you do if you were …”
“Young again?” David stretched and looked down the trail toward the campground as though he were expecting somebody. “When I was young and was standing exactly where you are standing, I went back to the hotel and introduced myself to the young lady sitting in the chair.”
“Yeah, right, and then what happened?”
“All hell broke lose,” said David. “Tell me,” he said, “which way did the golden eagle fly?”
“Toward the glacier,” said Robert.
“Then that is your path.”
“That’s what Grandfather told me,” he said. “But you know it, too.”
He was silent for several excruciatingly long minutes. “Listen and tell me what you hear.”
“Birds.”
“Yes, I know, the siskins are still there. What else?”
Was this some kind of a test? “Nothing.”
“Nothing?” David frowned as though Robert were missing something obvious. “Well then, I was thinking about Wind’s voice.”
“The wind?”
“Yes.”
“Okay, I hear it blowing through the leaves of that aspen and these pines making a whooshing sound.”
“When my grandmother first told me to listen to Wind, I told her that Wind wasn’t half smart because it just whooshed and buzzed and hissed all the time and what the hell could I possibly learn from anything with only a three-word vocabulary.”
Robert laughed. “Um, what did she say about that?”
“She was carrying a pail of goat’s milk at the time, most of which ended up in my face.”
“Good grief.”
“I used some rather strong profanity at the time which did little to smooth over my sarcastic comments about Wind,” he said. “As we walked back up toward the house, it suddenly got very windy and she said, ‘David, you have angered Wind. If you do not make amends, it will carry off your parents’ house.’ As she said that, one of the shutters came loose and sailed past the box elders and landed in the creek. ‘I promise, I promise,’ I said. ‘You have suddenly acted with the wisdom of Raven,’ she said. And with that, Wind became a gentle breeze again. The next morning, she woke me an hour before dawn and we walked to the top of a hill near a chokecherry tree which had recently flowered and she made me sit and face the east. When dawn broke, she told me to apologize to Wind for my grievous transgressions.”
“Really? What did you say?”
“To tell the truth, it felt awkward. I looked at the morning sky and said that I was sorry that I had called Wind stupid. Then, repeating the words after my grandmother, I said, ‘Wind, pity me for I am small and unworthy and you are the bringer of wisdom and knowledge.’ Then Grandmother told me to sit there until nightfall and listen just in case I might learn something. Meanwhile, she went back to the house and had a fine breakfast.”
Robert shook his head. The odd thing about the story was that it didn’t sound all that odd. Grandfather Elliott would have applauded it.
“What did you learn?” he asked.
“I learned to listen to Grandmother and not shoot off my mouth. Later, I learned she was right about Wind’s voice. It can be fierce and it can be gentle, but it is pure knowledge without any editorializing. Robert, don’t expect Wind to speak your language, for it will manifest as pure tones of thought, clear as a silver bell, though not as high-pitched and strident as Eagle.”
“I don’t know,” said Robert, “after the BS about alternative universes and portals, this news about Wind is a fairly tame concept. I can definitely hear Wind whooshing and hissing through the leaves.”
“Yes, so can I.” David looked across the talus field at the base of Grinnell Point and turned his head slightly, and then he said, “Wind tells me you will see a black horse, an osprey, a bear, an elf, a rose, and a fiery monster before you find the land of Pyrrha.”
Robert gasped. “That figures. Anything else?”
“Wind is of the opinion that it has told us all we need to know about it,” said David.
“What?”
“I assume you don’t want to argue with Wind about the quality of its information.”
Robert looked around suspiciously, and his skin felt prickly as though—as though what? He wasn’t sure what and he didn’t want to know. “I think Wind is pretty smart,” he said, finally.
“Presumably, you’re not lying about what you think,” said David.
“No, this stuff is too spooky to lie about,” said Robert, lifting his hands and wriggling his fingers out in front of him the way he and Arthur always did to indicate that something was strange.
A dark shape loomed up in the periphery of his vision and Robert turned, and then froze in place when he found himself staring up at the largest horse he had ever seen. The wind was up and hot in a last burst which probably said, “Run, Robert, run,” and then the world was quiet, including the birds that had been chattering off in the woods.
The black horse was squared to him on the trail, muscles tensed, tail up, head pointing down at him like a battering ram, a sound reminiscent of distant thunder coming forth from its nostrils. The mane and tail almost touched the ground and the forelock hung between his flickering ears like a silken curtain, covering the right eye, but the left was wild, flaming and white hot like the corona in a solar eclipse.
“Lower your hands slowly,” said David.
Robert clasped his hands together behind his back but saw no immediate change in the horse’s demeanor. The horse was excessively here in the present tense, as though accentuated by the angle of the light into being more now than now and more visible than normally visible.
“He saw your fingers as claws,” said David, moving next to the horse. “Thank you for wanting to protect me. I am proud of you. Robert is my friend. He is setting out on a most dangerous journey from which he may never return.”
The horse responded with a friendly nicker but kept his ears on Robert.
“Will he bite me if I pat his head?”
“No. Rub him gently between his eyes—what you can see of them,” he added, laughing.
The horse leaned into his hand, solid, blowing against the side of his other arm. “Is it yours? What kind of horse is he?”
“Mine? Ha! We are friends—colleagues, you might say—and we have known each other for a long time, since I was nineteen when he became determined to kill me, but now we are past that unpleasantness. Sikimí does not like to be labeled. You can see by his color and conformation, the feathering on his lower legs and, of course, his mane and tail, that he is very much like a Friesan though, at twenty hands, he is more the size of a Shire.” The horse made a rather guttural, rolling sound. “Yes, Sikimí, the Friesan is a proud horse. At any rate, Robert, he always describes himself as Night in the Shape of a Horse, and I have reason to know he’s right about that.”
“Why did he want to kill you?” Robert felt ill at ease asking the question in front of the horse. He was out of the kick zone but close to the teeth.
“He thought I was full of myself.”
“What happened?”
“After I was dead, he dumped me in a ditch. I slowly came back to life with help from Wind and Eagle while Sikimí drew Sun across the sky into morning.”
Could he have possibly felt colder? Robert didn’t think so, and there was no way to stand where that left eye wasn’t on him.
“This kind of talk is over my head.”
David reached over and punched him lightly in the arm. “It’s over everyone’s head. That’s why we relax and flow with it and don’t try to chart it on a map or describe it too closely with concrete words. Sikimí taught me to look within myself for all that is true.”
“What did you learn from Eagle?”
David frowned and looked up at the sky. Finally, he said, “I learned that man is truly alive only under the Eagle’s shadow. That’s the most important thing.”
“I’m not sure that that means.”
“It means taking risks on behalf of what you discovered while looking within yourself.”
“Like searching for Pyrrha?”
“I may never know.”
The sound of a diesel engine caught his attention and he saw the hotel’s motor launch back away from the pier with a fresh load of passengers.
“That mob is heading this way,” said Robert.
“Time for me to leave,” said David. He climbed up on a rock and then swung his right leg over the horse’s back. “Robert,” he said, “if you take this trail here over that small hill there toward the end of the valley you will find the cabin.”
“We shall see.”
“There’s a roaring fire in the fireplace to chase your chills away and the door isn’t locked.”
“No? Don’t people steal your stuff?”
He whispered something into the horse’s ear and it turned around, facing down the trail in the direction from which it had come. “Those who would steal cannot find the door.”
“I’m not even going to ask.”
“Good,” he said. “Oh, by the way, Sikimí says the ‘Aton-person’ you’re looking for is the sun with white hair.”
“Excuse me?”
David smiled and clucked at the horse. It moved away in a fine, high-stepping trot.
In several minutes, the motor launch reversed its engine with a roar and slid gently up to the pier. The children scurried off first. The adults moved slower, worrying about the gap between the boat and the pier and carrying an expensive array of cameras. A few of them looked like they belonged where they were. The rest were a varied lot. There were a couple of brand new wilderness costumes—camouflage jackets straight off the rack of the army-navy surplus store, high boots with the pant legs tucked in. Then came the bright red pedal pushers, risqué halter-tops, shredded dungaree shorts, coats and ties, and the dainty high-heeled shoes.
“Darlene, wait for the rest of us,” the lady in the red pedal pushers yelled. “Ellen, stop pulling on Mommy’s arm. Where’s Daddy gone off to?”
“Can I take a picture of you?” The heavy-set man with Hello, I’m Mike on his name tag was staring at Robert.
“What for?”
“The wife says I need people in my pictures for perspective. Stand by that tree.”
Robert shrugged, stood like a statue and looked directly at the camera. The shutter snapped in time to catch Robert’s open mouth.
“Thanks. I’ll send you a couple of glossies.” He moved past the end of the pier and took a picture of Darlene and Ellen getting their shoes wet.
“This way, please,” the guide said. “Everyone, this way.” Slowly, the noisy group organized itself and moved like blight down the trail.
As he watched them leave, he heard the cold voices of shadows telling him that Grandfather’s prediction about dark thing’s location was no longer a long shot. Not of this world, thought Robert, was a potentially apt statement about Pyrrha.
Chapter Three—The Doorway
Sunlight skipped across the ripples of the lake, yet the wind carried the smell of rain. Grinnell Point thrust its rough shadow into the water. It was a prominent mountain and it cast a prominent shadow. Robert viewed it as a giant’s spearhead, crudely made and ill used.
A bright flash caught his eye. Turning into the sun, he saw a large osprey swoop across the spear’s shadow and plunge into the water with a golden splash. The bird disappeared from view, and when it broke the surface, a tiny fish dangled from its talons. After flying low over the lake, it climbed at the shoreline and sailed on the wind over a tree-covered ridge into the next valley.
With his hands cupped together, Robert scooped up the glacier-cold water from Swiftcurrent Lake and splashed it on his face. As the water ran down inside his shirt sleeves, he saw a school of minnows darting away.
“Hey there, I’m no osprey,” he told them.
He waited, and the fish returned to the clear shallows just off the shoreline and—for an instant so brief he could not be sure of it—he saw a net of stars cast over the water and there were the constellations he knew, the fiery eagle and powerful great bear, alive amongst the fish in a brief intersection of worlds.
Were there intersections between alternative universes? There were a hundred reasons to doubt it. Yet Lake Josephine was only two-tenths of a mile away. Grandfather had walked this way. The faint pencil line on the map was proof of that. He could have been looking for another peak to climb or—possibly—hiking to the portal.
He put the map away, shouldered his pack, and started walking. The trail up through the spruce forest wasn’t steep, but he tired quickly. One foot in front of the other, right? Grandfather said it would take time to become acclimated to the fragile mountain air. Robert tried to visualize fragile air. The mental picture of breakable air made him laugh but did nothing to help his breathing.
Lake Josephine was a graceful finger of water that pointed at the large swirl of rock called the Angel Wing. Was it the wing of a sleeping angel or a fallen angel? Past the Angel Wing, Grinnell Glacier and Salamander Glacier clung to rock carved by ancient ice. The only sign of movement in the valley was the Lake Josephine launch at the far end of its run. On the southern shore, a dense forest of tall trees crept down from Mount Allen to the gravelly beach. On the opposite side of the lake, wildflowers and grasses swept up toward the cliffs of Grinnell Point.
He unfolded the map again. The lightweight pencil line followed the trail on the north side of the lake across the sloping meadow. The pencil markings for the trail through the forest were much darker. In fact, Grandfather had traced and re-traced the line so many times his stubby yellow pencil had punched a small hole in the map near the west end of the lake where, Robert guessed, the portal was supposed to be.
He could walk back to Many Glacier Hotel and look for Heather Martin in the lobby or he could hike up to the far end of Lake Josephine and look for David Ward’s cabin. The dark clouds flowing over the top of the narrow arête at the head of the valley influenced his decision.
“Wind,” he said, “I see the storm coming, so if it’s okay with you, I’ll hike up to the other end of the lake tomorrow.”
The boatload of noisy tourists was minutes away from the Lake Josephine pier. When Darlene, Ellen, and Hello-I’m-Mike thundered along the narrow trail between the lakes, anyone in their way would, as Alice might put it when Mother wasn’t listening, have “Hell to pay.” Alice would be up from her nap by now. Perhaps they were all sitting next to the windows in the writing room waiting for him—assuming Dad hadn’t fallen asleep in the rowboat en route to a sunburn. Mother would be worrying. For Pete’s sake, that worry was a constant pressure on a guy. He sighed audibly and picked up the pace toward the crest of the hill.
Bear.
Robert froze and took shallow breaths of the fragile air.
Dark brown. Tiny wide-set eyes. Hump on its shoulders. Shaggy coarse fur. Grizzly.
Don’t run. Grandfather said a grizzly could outrun a racehorse over a short distance and this distance was short.
If the bear didn’t kill him first, would a stampede of tourists scare it back into hibernation? Either way, Hi-I’m-Mike could take pictures.
The bear watched. It blocked the trail and was still. Not even a twitch. Was that a bad sign? It could be a fake bear, a large toy shoved out of the woods by hotel bellmen to frighten tourists.
As Robert began to smile at the prankster who was undoubtedly hiding behind a tree, the bear turned its head toward an adventuresome ground squirrel clattering through the leaves at the trail’s edge. Then it looked back at Robert.
Real bear. He should have listened to Wind.
He wanted to run. No, no, he couldn’t. Slowly, he slid his left foot backward several inches. Okay, that was good. Now every part of him itched. His sore elbow itched and the sweat running down his face tickled his nose. Real or imagined ants crept through his hair and down his shirt. As he shifted his weight, he discovered that his left foot and left leg had gone to sleep. He winced when feeling cascaded back into the leg and foot in a horrid, cringing itch.
Moving its head from side to side, the grizzly took a step toward him. Was it trying to focus those poor eyes? Where were the people from the boat?
Wind whirred above the trees like departing birds. Beneath Wind’s voice, Robert heard a low growl and it raced through his veins. His nerves were taut. Suddenly, the growl became a rough cough, and the bear stepped closer. Without thinking, Robert yelled, “No!” and the bear charged.
Robert ducked behind a spruce tree as a screaming cloud of mist whirled out of the underbrush. The bear stopped and raised up on its hind legs. It towered over the cloud and raked its claws through the shimmering colors. With a flash of blue-white flame, the cloud transformed into a short, red-haired man wearing a green cloak and a floppy green hat.
“Garth,” yelled Robert.
“Be still, Robert,” he shouted.
Garth pointed his long staff at the confused bear and it dropped down onto all fours and regarded the sharp point inches from its eyes.
“Go,” shouted Garth, following the command with a string of lyrical words in an unfamiliar language. The bear gave a quick growl—or was it a laugh?—and ran off into the woods toward Grinnell Point like a playful puppy.
Garth turned around, raised his unruly eyebrows, and asked, “Listening much to Wind these days?”
Robert smiled weakly. “Yes and no.”
Garth took off his hat and examined it closely. “No claw marks,” he said.
“That would be the least of my worries,” said Robert.
Everything about Garth was neat except for his hair and his eyebrows. The laces on his tall boots were evenly tied, his leather trousers were spotless, his flannel shirt was tucked in tightly, his cloak was straight and crisp as though it had just been steamed and pressed, and his short beard and mustache were closely trimmed and fashionably turning gray—but his hair had never seen a comb; Robert was certain of it.
“My best hat,” he said, and walked over. “No claw marks on you, either. You mustn’t stop and talk to every strange creature you meet along the trail.”
Robert’s reply was a harsh hug. “Yeah, like you’re not strange.”
“Obh, obh!” he said gruffly in the old tongue, “you’ll smother me.”
Robert sank down in the middle of the trail. He took a deep breath and didn’t feel better. “I’m glad to see you,” he said.
“Tha gu dearbh—indeed yes—and surprised, too, though I remember a fair promise to you, Robert, that I would meet you here.”
“I was distracted by the bear.”
Garth adjusted his hat and picked up the staff—apple wood, Grandfather once said—and squinted at the trail leading down to Lake Josephine.
“Perhaps so,” he said lightly. “That commotion down there, it would be the motor launch returning to the dock?”
“Yes. We’ll be run down by high-energy children followed by parents with cameras.”
Garth laughed. “Picture machines? Hardly the time, myself standing here in foreign clothes and you there, sitting like an unappreciated Bodach in the trail.”
“A what?”
“Bodachs work hard,” said Garth, “but dear me, Obh, obh, they become filled with despair when they are not rewarded for it.”
“Does my face look as red as it feels?”
“Tha gu dearbh—or more directly—yes.”
“I thought so. My attitude has been crap lately.”
“Come now, I will show you something to draw your attention away from your attitude,” said Garth. “Follow me before the boat crowd arrives.”
Robert heard Hi-I’m-Mike shouting, “Darlene, don’t make me climb up there and get you.”
“Garth, let’s escape while we can,” said Robert.
Garth pushed past the spruce trees along the trail’s edge and into undergrowth so dense there was little room for walking. But, a few yards back, they came upon a trace, no doubt a game trail, leading straight and true along the crest of the hill toward Mount Allen. Behind them, obscured by a tangle of thickets and vines, the contrapuntal uproar of adults and children on a steep trail: the tap-tap-tap-tap of light, fast-moving feet and “race you to the top” and “hurry, hurry,” followed by the scrape and shuffle of heavy, dragging feet and “Mildred, I’m too old for this,” and, “Take your time, dear.”
Garth walked quickly, unmindful of the tree limbs that snaked out in the dim light beneath the forest’s canopy to scrape Robert’s face. Soon, the narrow trail bumped down the slope, passing around large rocks and fallen trees. Garth said nothing and maintained a brisk pace. Robert followed dutifully—a Bodach!—and felt his attention abruptly shift from feeling sorry to feeling poked, scraped and stung by one vicious thorny bush and stinging nettle after another. After they crossed a stream, Garth followed the wider trail sandwiched between Lake Josephine and the base of the mountain.
“We’re headed for the alleged portal, right?”
“Yes,” said Garth without looking back.
Robert pulled several large thorns out of his dungarees and jogged a few yards to pull even with him. “David told me about the cabin.”
Garth stopped. “Look,” he said, pointing at a patch of damp soil. “Your friendly bear passed this way before he encountered you.”
They stooped to examine the prints where the bear had trampled the bracken before cutting diagonally across the trail.
Robert tried to appear casual. “Large prints,” he said.
“About nine inches,” said Garth, studying the rear print. “A good-sized bear, I’d say.”
“I know,” said Robert.
“You can tell how long the bear’s front claws are by these holes,” said Garth. “See how far they are from the toe prints?” He scrutinized the side of a tree next to the trail. “I’m just betting—yes, here’s one.” He plucked a piece of hair from the bark and handed it to Robert.
Robert held the silvery hair in his open hand, and then let it fall into the bracken. “Let’s make tracks, our own tracks,” he said, and looked back to convince himself again that the grizzly wasn’t following them. Garth laughed, and turned down the trail. Robert stepped over the bear tracks as though they were as dangerous as the cracks in a city sidewalk.
“How well do you know Mr. Ward?”
“I’ve never met him,” said Garth. “He’s a Lightdancer, an individual who creates objects and events out of light. His cabin is made of light. It will serve as a—what’s the phrase I’m wanting?—ah, a rest stop on your journey. Rest stop: the words have a pleasing sound, Robert.”
“You can say that again.”
Garth looked back over his shoulder, “Rest stop: the words have a pleasing sound, Robert.”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake,” Robert said, covering his smile with his hand. “Tell me more about my journey. You do know about it, don’t you?”
“I know,” he said. “Wait, the forest has ears.”
They walked in silence for a time, and during this time the light withdrew as the first spitting drops of rain filtered down through the canopy and reached the forest floor in a pervasive mist. It was getting late and his family would be worrying soon.
Garth stopped suddenly, alert like a cat.
“Bear?” asked Robert.
Garth sighed. “No, a rare thing.” Robert heard nothing, not even Wind’s voice. “A blue dove of evening,” Garth added.
“We have doves at the park where we play baseball. I’ve never heard any of them called a blue dove of evening.”
“No, you wouldn’t have,” said Garth. He leaned the staff on his shoulder and said, “Let’s hurry before this fine mist becomes a fair torrent.”
“You can say that again.”
“I can, but I won’t. As for a blue dove, you may never see one or hear its call. There’s a legend among the Tuatha de Danann, the faerie people of the north, that when one hears the melodious call of the blue dove, a soul has journeyed into heaven.”
“Grandfather told me many stories about the Tuatha de Danann, but not this one,” said Robert. He ducked to avoid a low tree limb that Garth walked under without noticing. “In fact, when he mentioned doves a few days before he died, he was worrying about betrayal.”
“Odd, that.”
“He cast the seven, his seven feathers, and the dove feather told him he had been betrayed.”
“Casting seven, different, much different,” said Garth. “I’m speaking of old beliefs.”
“If a soul has gone to heaven, has somebody died near here?”
“Possibly so,” said Garth. “Your word ‘died’ is such a poor one, Robert. I don’t know why humans concocted a fearful mystique around the transition from one time to another.”
“Because it scares us,” snapped Robert.
“Darkness scares a child. Then he grows up.” Garth’s voice was a scarce whisper beneath the rising voice of the rain.
“Death is different.” He thought of the ambulance that night, disappearing around the curve next to Arthur’s house.
“Is it?”
“A lot.”
“Your fear is the safe fear you know,” Garth said, gently.
“That’s easy for you to say,” shouted Robert—and now he towered over Garth as they walked side by side. “Easy to say, hard to make sense of. It doesn’t help, Garth.”
Garth jammed the staff into the ground and spun around on it so that Robert ran into him. He was taller now, rough and substantial like the massive spruce tree behind him, and just as firmly rooted. And those eyes. Robert backed away, hands tightening into fists. Garth stared without blinking and his eyes were cold and blue and not altogether natural. There was no wind and no sound but the rain. The cinnamon ferns and the bracken were hushed down into the mist. The trees were dark and still, too large for a child to reach around, too tall for a man to climb. With each breath, shallow and quick in his anger, he drew in the damp world, the sweet mixed scents of wet soil and dripping spruce needles, and what an uncommon inhalant it was, cleansing he supposed and catalytic.
“The forest cries, but you cannot let it go?”
Soft as velvet, the tone of Garth’s voice, gentle as sweet flowers the words, compelling the restrained imperative. Robert’s eyes watered up.
“‘S math sin, that is good,” Garth was saying, as though in a line from a song, “‘S math sin,” and the notes were like smooth flowing water, constant and forever.
And then, Robert slept or was changed.
Fractured world, tangle of sunlight and water, burst of air bubbles, golden pebbles beneath the surface, white flowers above the surface, and he explodes into the sweet air, anarchy of water and wing. He pauses, is pausing and shaking out his plumage, adjusts the fish he’s taken with its eyes forward, and rises on great wings onto the soft back of brother Wind and scans the wide blue for Eagle, thief of fish. Fish-hawk, he owns the sky and gives bent wings into the air, then glides, is gliding over rock toward the tall pine and the safe nest with two young soon to fledge.
Rising smoke, narrow ribbon connecting earth and clouds, and a strident injunction flows through him, acute and central, avoid, avoid, and he banks, is banking, around the pale breath of the small fire predator in the green clearing below. He attends the known mountainside where purple berries and gray rock chunks line the wide trail where snows tumble in winter, and isolates from all else the lying down man who faces up. Spilt blood, eyes inside out, cold cold beside the fire captured in the circle of stones, and he hovers over the dying man, is hovering in a chaos of air as he would hover before diving into blue water. He is drawn here and he is drawn away, away to the nest and the young. Even so, he drops the fish, sees it fall, and knows the deed is right.
“‘S math sin.” Garth’s voice.
Robert rubbed his eyes and his hands smelled like fish.
“Garth?”
They were sitting next to each other in the middle of the trail.
“Garth, I blacked out. How long have we been hanging out here like a couple of wet…”
“Bodachs?”
“Yes, Bodachs.”
“Moments, just.”
“How could I sleep?” asked Robert. “I dreamed I was an osprey.”
Garth picked up a twig and rolled it between his hands. “You knew the man?”
“You saw?” Robert rubbed the remnants of sleep out of his eyes.
“Indeed, but who were you seeing?”
“An injured old man.”
“Yes, Robert, tell me his name,” Garth said firmly. He threw the crumbled remains of the twig into the gathering darkness. “You knew when you hovered over him.”
Robert choked on the phlegm in his throat and felt the aftertaste of his lunch rise up into his mouth.
“It was him.”
“Yes,” said Garth.
“The dream was a warning.” He shivered as he said it.
“An opportunity, to my mind, yet surely Pyrrha is dangerous,” said Garth as he stood up. He adjusted his hat again. “Let us walk. You are as cold as am I.”
“You don’t need to say that again.”
Garth smiled and reached down to pull Robert to his feet. He was stronger than Robert expected, and his hands were as rough as they looked. They walked on in a southwesterly direction toward Mount Gould. Even in the drenching rain, the lake shone like pewter between the trees. The wind was up and Garth was in a hurry.
“Do you understand the dream?” Garth shouted above the airy hiss of the rain.
“Sense floats around the edges of it,” said Robert. “Grandfather didn’t forget Pyrrha because he was old, he forgot it because he was hurt and never recovered.”
“The portals work havoc with memory. His injury contributed additional havoc. You are seeing the issue by degrees now,” said Garth. “You have been angry, for he was less than what you wanted, tha gu dearbh, I believe I am right about that.”
“Yes.”
“His wound came from an arrow dipped in a foul poison,” said Garth. “In your terms, most men would have died instantly.”
“You’re scaring me, Garth.”
“Your quest is not without risks.”
“Did you really hear that dove, Garth?”
“In the distance. Its call was hollow as though it echoed down a hall or through a doorway.”
“Maybe it was a bird with a similar call,” said Robert.
“Perhaps,” Garth said. “The dove has many predators, man included. It is delicate, like a hummingbird. The breast and the underside of the wings are white. Sometimes it looks like a snowflake fluttering through the branches. Its back and the top of its wings are silver-blue.”
Garth was talking softly now, and since he was ahead of Robert on the trail, his voice was difficult to hear. Robert concentrated on the top of the hat bobbing along in front of him.
He remembered the guys at school who shot songbirds and squirrels for sport.
“Garth?”
“Yes, Robert?”
“Why would anyone want to harm such a bird?”
“Ignorance. To feel powerful.” He looked at Robert, his eyes bright in the darkness of the late afternoon forest. “According to the Tuatha de Danann,” he said, “man’s actions are sadder than he knows, for when the last blue dove of evening falls, the gates of heaven will close forever.”
Robert fell behind contemplating that notion and had to run to catch up. He sounded like an old steam engine when he said, “I think that’s a strange belief.”
“’S bochd sin! ’Tis a fair pity you are of that opinion,” said Garth with a jesting lilt in his voice. “Likely, the Tuatha de Danann would say your beliefs are odd.”
“Odd?”
“Exceptionally odd!”
“When it comes to doves, what do you believe?” asked Robert.
“Nothing,” said Garth. “I prefer to know or not know.”
“For Pete’s sake.” Too much to think about. His brain would short out soon if he didn’t get some rest.
“If you must short out your brain,” said Garth, with a wry smile, “kindly choose another time. We are almost there.”
Robert wondered how many of his precise thoughts Garth knew. The trail turned sharply at a rocky ledge and twisted down into an open place near the lake’s edge. Green and yellow grasses and bright red Indian paintbrush flowed down toward the water. There were willows at the head of the lake, and directly across from them Grinnell Mountain rose into the hyacinthine blue sky.
“Beautiful spot,” said Garth.
As he spoke, he pointed the long staff toward the center of the clearing. The area came in and out of focus, somewhat like a mirage, before the disparate waves of color materialized into a log cabin. Firewood was stacked neatly at one corner of the cabin; a water barrel with a dipper stood next to the door. Blue curtains hid whatever secrets lay inside.
“Gosh, how do you do that?”
“I rearrange the light,” said Garth.
Robert ran his hand through his hair to make sure it wasn’t really standing on end, then dashed over and cautiously touched the rough logs. They seemed solid enough. Garth raised the metal latch and pushed the door open on its creaking, rusty hinges. Robert detected a woodsy perfume in the air—probably the lingering scent of pipe smoke in the dark room. Garth lit two oil lamps and their warm light brought a simply furnished room into view. Robert leaned against the doorjamb, curious and a little uncertain: had he seen a photograph of this room in Grandfather’s den?
Diagonally across from the door was a large desk made of light-colored wood. On the wall behind the desk, a clock with an octagonal face and bold Roman numerals ticked loudly, its brass pendulum the only sign of movement in the room. A fireplace of native stone occupied the center of the eastern wall. On either side, old books with fading titles filled sagging shelves that reached from floor to rafters. Next to a door that apparently led to a kitchen, glass-fronted cases held a variety of supplies and equipment: a brass scale, calipers of all sizes, beakers, test tubes, candles, herbs drying on small hooks, a mortar and pestle, and numerous bottles and vials of red, blue, and green liquids. A long worktable in front of the cases was covered with a patchwork of stains and splotches.
Garth stood next to the worktable watching him. “You have questioning eyes,” he said.
“This place looks familiar,” said Robert. “I don’t know why.”
“Here, hold this while I light the fire.” He handed Robert the staff, and it was at once cold and hot to the touch. “Mr. Ward has constructed a fine cabin, I am thinking.”
“A home away from home,” said Robert.
The fire leaped to life with a loud poof as though Garth had thrown gasoline on it. “There, that will do, that will do.”
“My clothes are already dry.”
Garth nodded. “Yes, I see, the staff does that to some people. Come, let us talk.”
With the polished formality of a maître d’ at a fine restaurant, Garth directed Robert’s attention to several dark chairs with a floral pattern embroidered into their seat cushions. They were placed beside a small, oval table. In the center of the table, in a blue vase, stood a red rose. The bare floor squeaked as Robert walked over to sit down. The room was quiet except for the loud ticking of the clock.
“Robert,” he said, “I have been rushing you, but the synchronizing of events is critical.”
“I know,” said Robert. “I’m going to be late getting back.”
“Don’t worry about your folks. Time is different on the other side of the portal.” Garth motioned toward a narrow, badly tarnished brass door with a heavy hinges and an oversized latch and handle. A Latin inscription was cut into the metal in heavy block letters:
TEMPORE
PATET
OCCULTA
VERITAS.
“Time reveals hidden truth,” Robert said, working through the words syllable by syllable.
“Impressive,” said Garth. His eyes were wide and he shook his head rapidly as though he were surprised Robert could read the words.
“Dad talked me into taking Latin in high school.”
“You may ponder the proverb to great advantage,” said Garth. “I gather that your grandfather knew little about your mission.”
“Totally clueless.”
Garth laughed. “Odd phrase, but very apt, very apt indeed.” He shifted his position in the chair for the third or fourth time. His feet didn’t quite touch the floor and all his moving around made him look like a child struggling to get comfortable.
“When you say ‘apt,’ are you implying that you are also clueless?” asked Robert.
“Almost totally.”
“You, David, and Grandfather aren’t exactly the three wise men when it comes to the facts about this mysterious and dangerous mission it’s so all-fired important that I undertake more or less as a leap of faith,” Robert said more casually than he felt. Then he added, “I thought you were Grandfather’s memory.”
“I remembered how to get inside the cabin,” said Garth. “Robert, your grandfather knew how to tell a good story when it came to dreamspinning, sheep, and his mountain climbing. But would he say a bit word about his personal life? Obh obh, not a crumb.”
“You’ve got that right,” said Robert, and just saying it made him feel lonely, as though time had been lost with the old man that could never be reclaimed.
Garth tapped the table top lightly with the end of his staff. Two small cups of tea appeared.
“Drink,” he said, “you’ll feel better.”
The tea looked usual enough, but Robert found the taste heavy with unknown spices. It made him sleepy.
“In Pyrrha, as everywhere, a battle rages between good an evil. Your grandfather was instrumental in the formation of a resistance group called the Society of the Rose. The rose is an ancient mystical symbol. When you see a solitary red rose in a dark blue bud vase—like this rose here—you will have good reason to suspect the household is connected with the society.”
“I’m going to smell like a rose garden if we sit here much longer,” said Robert.
“It begs for your attention, doesn’t it?”
“No kidding,” said Robert. In fact, the rose’s fragrance was hypnotic. Or was it the tea? “When do we leave?”
Garth frowned. “Better to ask when you leave.”
“When?”
“Now.”
Robert had nothing more to say. He stared at the door. Did it hide hidden truths, and were they truths he wanted to know? Mother had made a promise and, when it came down to it, so had he. A canteen full of that tea might keep his nerves settled long enough to accomplish the mission—assuming all of this wasn’t total BS cooked up by three elderly conspirators.
“You can take care of yourself,” Garth said.
Garth touched the word patet and the door swung open to a darkness as flat black as a raven’s eyes. A cold wind knocked Robert out of the chair.
As he fell, he knew, and as he hit the floor he felt the tea rise in his throat, and it was as harsh as the memory of the dream on the plane, this place exactly, and when he tried to speak, the wind swallowed his words and the oil lamps blew out. He crawled to the desk, grabbed onto the handles of the center drawer, and pulled himself upright into the screaming squall.
“Robert, Robert,” Garth was calling as though from far away. “Robert, the wind is in your mind.”
Garth was insane. But he was re-lighting the lamps with a long match. And in the new light, Robert saw that the wind did not blow out the match or the lamps, or blow Garth’s hat into next week, or rustle the books and papers on the desk. It made no sense but there it was and when he saw it, the wind was gone and the room was quiet.
Garth took the long-stemmed rose from the vase and cast it through the doorway and, as it disappeared, the darkness lifted like the raising of a curtain, and the manifesting twilight world was deep and rich and familiar. Mountains and trees appeared, and they were the mountains and trees he knew. Talus slopes climbed up to the red cliffs across the lake, and they were the cliffs and lake he knew. And at the head of the lake, he knew the Angel Wing that obscured the willows in shadow.
“It is time,” said Garth. He stepped over to the door and waited, a resigned yet kindly expression on his face.
“The world out there looks so—so normal,” said Robert.
“You’ll be carrying this,” said Garth. He picked up the staff, and a rare fire spun around its smooth surface as he held it. “You’ll find that it reduces the time between wish and wish fulfillment.”
When Robert took the staff, power surged through his hand and arm, across his shoulder blades, and then down into his chest.
Robert ran his left hand lightly along the wood. “You would let me borrow this?”
“It is yours—a gift from your grandfather that I held safe until you were ready for it,” said Garth.
The power flowing from the staff into Robert’s hands was painful. “I don’t know how to use it.”
“I cannot tell you how to use it any more than I could tell you how to whistle or ride a bicycle,” Garth said. “You must learn for yourself—as we all did, wise men or no.”
“Ready or not,” said Robert, and when he dashed toward the door, lightning stuck the threshold. “Damn, what the hell is that?”
Garth closed his eyes. “Oh, the Guardian of the entrance, a mountain elf known by many names.”
“An elf—aha, one of your people. This comes as no surprise.”
Garth laughed. “He is a Nunnumbi. You must take care. Approach the door firmly and tell the Nunnumbi that you come in good faith to pass through the portal. If you are worthy, he will let you pass. If you are not worthy, obh obh, let us not dwell on that.”
“What?”
“If you are unworthy,” Garth said casually, “you will be thrown into the abyss past the edge of the known universes.”
“Geez, is that the best it can do?”
“It’s your monster.”
Robert strode purposefully toward the door. The Nunnumbi rose up into a towering pillar of blue-white light, whirling like a tightly packed cyclone, and when Robert opened his mouth to speak, hot air filled his lungs.
“I come in good faith to pass through the portal of time,” Robert said. His voice shook. His hands held the staff like a baseball bat.
His thoughts were obliterated, stilled by the harsh voice that shrieked out of the light. “You may pass. Woe be unto you if there is evil hidden in your heart.”
“Walk through quickly,” Garth said. “Mar sin leibh, farewell to you Robert Adams, daring fisher after sunny trout.”
Robert turned sideways and stepped into the narrow space between the unchained light and the doorframe. An icy wind shoved him toward the Guardian’s hidden arms. He rammed the staff against the cabin wall and pushed, falling into dry leaves. He pulled himself up—his arms strained—and turned around, was turning, it took hours, he was so tired, and when he looked, there was nothing to see. Nothing. When he called out, thought he was calling out, he discovered that the smothering darkness had taken his voice.
He heard, or thought he heard, Alice’s voice. “Cat’s got your tongue, cat’s got your tongue.”
The wind or a purring cat brushed against his face and hissed at him when he reached out for it.
His tongue was dry. He must drink from the lake. He crawled in a circle and found a staff. He crawled in a larger circle and found a red rose.
He stood, was standing up—his legs twisted beneath him one way and the other—and when he turned around there was nothing to see, not even himself, and he thought, was thinking, that he did not know who he was.
He knew he should know. He had known moments ago, just, but the sweet name eluded him like the wind and the cat.
He clung to the staff. There had been something else, a goodbye before he heard Alice say, “Cat’s got your tongue, cat’s got your tongue.” A mad confusion of wind and light, yes he remembered that, and elfin words following him, as though through a doorway, and surely, he had heard Robert Adams saying, “Sonny Trout.”
Sonny Trout. Good, he felt anchored now.
He would remember more in time while he searched for Robert Adams, that mysterious elf who could talk to bears, transform himself into a bird, and rearrange the light.
The moon slashed a ragged tear through the curtain of the night and cast away the clouds and the confusion, and the lake itself was liquid light. He drank and the water made him strong. There was the world, and was it not the world he knew? Mount Allen, the soaring Angel Wing, Mount Gould, the glacier shining in cold splendor, and Grinnell Point and Grinnell Mountain. The far lodgepole pines, where ospreys might build nests, the close spruce trees, the bright yellow beargrass flowers and dark huckleberries on both sides of the avalanche chute, he was here, was he not, and it was now, where else, when else?
Some dream! The grizzly bear, Robert Adams, David Ward’s cabin followed by darkness and limbo.
Yes, before, as he stood on top of the glacial moraine hill, he had considered two options: returning to the hotel before the storm hit or hiking along the lake shore to the place corresponding to the pencil hole in Grandfather’s map.
Then he believed he fell through the hole and here he was.
Still thirsty. As he leaned over to drink, he heard the deep call of an owl, hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo, lonely sounding in the silence. He stood slowly and looked across the pearl-white lake surface to Grinnell Point. Horned owl, probably, over near the trail junction. Hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo. Closer now. He got out the map—easy to read in the moonlight. To the southwest, the steep trail behind him followed a creek past the Angel Wing to Morning Eagle Falls—Apinákui-Pita, Grandfather’s Blackfeet name. The proximity of the falls seemed significant. Hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo. Very near, in the meadow at the head of the lake where the map showed a horse trail crossing the creek.
Grandfather told him to listen to Owl at night.
“Hello Owl,” he said softly, and, yes, he had his voice again. Then he whistled across the water, using his grandfather’s technique—hooo, hoo-oooo, hoo hoo—and to his ear, his call was identical to the call of the owl.
No response but the rapid fluttering of dark wings overhead.
If Alice were here, she would say there would be hell to pay for getting back to the hotel after dark. Tomorrow he would show her the lake, the great trees, and the wildflowers on the slope of Grinnell Point. According to the map, there was an abandoned copper mine near the talus slopes above the wildflowers. He would say nothing about the mine. Otherwise, Alice would imagine lurking bears and forget all about the flowers and butterflies.
Sonny tore open the sack of potato chips and ate them quickly. Good salty, crunchy stuff. Loud, too. He glanced up at the dark avalanche chute. Was the sound from a crunched chip loud enough to bring down an unstable snowfield? He laughed at his foolishness, and his laugh shattered the quiet forest.
He picked up the rose. He could not leave it here. He thought of Heather with a rose in her hair or in a blue vase on her nightstand while they slept untroubled by old dreams. For now, it fit nicely into the old cookie tin where he had originally stored his matches, compass, bandages, aspirin, and extra flashlight batteries. He would tell her he picked the rose at the glacier’s edge and she would believe him for as long as it mattered.
He devised a comprehensive plan. He would stumble back to the hotel and along the way work out a reasonable explanation for his tardiness.
On the ground at his feet lay a blue band of light. When he touched it, the light went out. A lost alpenstock gleaming in the moonlight like Robert Adams’ magic staff in the dream. It would make a good walking stick.
When he hiked through here earlier, the route was free of debris. Now it was narrow and unkempt. Low-hanging limbs scraped his head from above; vines and shrubby undergrowth pulled at him from both sides. Deadfalls—ancient pines and firs busy reclaiming the trail in their own way—were the most time-consuming barriers. There was nothing for it but to carefully climb over or shinny under each fallen tree while shadows danced and everything else dripped, trickled, oozed or seeped night’s perfumes.
Hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo.
Sonny jumped five feet. Now he really felt spooked and began wildly shining his flashlight behind every tree and into every thicket. His poor attempts to remain calm only made him more ill at ease. He tried to distract himself by replaying the dream, assuming it was a dream. There were annoying discrepancies: the staff, the lousy trail, the lateness of the hour, and the disconnected memories of Robert Adams.
Where the trail wandered aimlessly, progress was slower. The underbrush concealed rocks—ankle wounders, grandfather called them. A stinging nettle crawled up his pant leg; he cringed at the pain where it pricked his skin just above the sock. The neck-high tangle of vines fought him like an octopus, the hands of nature spirits, or the arms of a Nunnumbi.
In a heavily tangled spot, he snapped the flashlight onto his belt and let loose a string of profanity as he shoved and twisted the unwieldy staff through the mess. Some damn thorn scraped his face. He was out of breath. As he reached for the flashlight, he expected the owl to speak again, but he heard something else. Nothing he could identify. He kept the light off and waited. A light breeze rustled the thicket—probably words of wisdom he was missing.
He couldn’t see the shining lake. He couldn’t see anything, and his pulse raced as he remembered the smothering darkness of his dream. The darkness hadn’t stolen his voice again—the high-quality swear words were proof of that—or his memory. Trout. Yes, he still knew his name, and hopefully the sound he heard, or thought he heard, was not that of a search party. If his mother had talked rangers into looking for him, how would he live down the embarrassment?
After five more minutes of soundless nothing, he pulled the flashlight off his belt. The clip snapped back into place, pinching his thumb. Then he heard the sounds again.
Voices. Voices ahead of him on the trail, as yet indistinct. He crouched down and waited. If it were a search party, he’d just have to hang his head, like Arnold’s puppy when it was caught on the couch, and admit that he was wrong to hike alone and stay out so late. Yet, if he did step through a door into another world, what then? He hid his pack in the underbrush and crawled forward.
He found every dry twig in the forest, and every one of them cracked in two as though he were chopping firewood in front of a microphone. Where was brother owl’s hoooo hoo-oooo, hoo hoo and the wind and the rain when he needed some covering noise? The earth was cold to the touch.
An arm wrapped around his neck, choked him, and pulled him over onto his back. That dream! He knew what was next. The boot slammed into his stomach and the dirty rag shoved in his mouth blocked his weak protest. His hands and feet were bound with a heavy rope.
“Over here. Gem.” A woman’s voice—the word in his dream notebook was a name?—and obviously no one from the hotel out to rescue him. “Gem, I’ve caught us a lousy spy.”
Sonny saw nothing. His captor had the eyes of a cat. Or, with the ability to operate so efficiently in the darkness, was a cat.
The night moved in front of him and four hands pulled him up on his feet, then hoisted him into a mid-air prone position. They carried him down the trail in the direction he had been heading. After taking a few steps, they were breathing heavily.
A spy? Spies were always stabbed at night or shot at dawn. Robert Adams said he heard a blue dove calling through a doorway. Yeah, for the hapless Sonny Trout.
In ten minutes, the night gave way to a small campfire. They set him down roughly, several feet away from it, and the heat felt good. The light transformed his captors from gasping apparitions into flesh and blood women. One wore a brown, leather dress. Her hair was black and twisted into long braids. The other was shorter, younger, and wore dark green trousers and a flannel shirt. She perspired heavily. Her shoulder-length hair was fiery red, tangled and matted to the sides of her face. She paced in front of the fire, catching her breath. Finally, she stooped down in front of Sonny, turning up her nose in disgust as though she were looking at a helpless bug lying on its back. Then she laughed.
“In the Guardian’s name. Gem, we’ve robbed the cradle with this one. He’s a mere child. Justine must be desperate.”
“Quiet, Cinnabar,” rasped Gem, “the forest can hear. There may be others.”
“If there are others,” said Cinnabar, “they’ll meet the same fate as this one.” She leered at Sonny. “There are numerous ways to die, little boy.”
These names: Gem, Cinnabar, and Justine. Clearly, his dreams had been warnings he had glimpsed too carelessly to heed. He felt a mean-spirited anger, mostly at himself, for while he was once again trying to remember his dreams, he was holding back out of self-preservation. To keep from seeing things he did not want to see, he had blinded himself, and now he was a captive.
Gem stood, arms crossed, feet set wide apart, and appraised him calmly. A quiet, confident power flowed through her veins. Cinnabar was a fidgeting bundle of motion. The hatred in her eyes burned sharp and wild. Sonny wondered which of the women was the most dangerous. His future was as cold as the fish that hung between the osprey’s talons.
Chapter Four - Gem and Cinnabar
Cinnabar’s knife glistened in the firelight.
Sonny, who lay on his back with his hands tied behind him, plastered a neutral expression on his face. This must be another one of those “tests” he had to face: Cinnabar is: (a) crazy, (b) nasty, (c) murderous, (d) all of the above.
Cinnabar leaned over and laid the flat of the cold blade against his neck. Her green eyes bored into him, probing, sensing strengths and weaknesses. Sonny blinked but did not look away. The ground was colder than the knife. He was on his own now. Neither Robert Adams nor his parents was going to charge into the campsite to save him now.
“I’ll remove the gag if you promise not to yell,” Cinnabar whispered. Her whisper was ugly, mocking.
He nodded—but only slightly, with blade at his throat.
“You know what will happen if you yell?” she asked, smiling.
He nodded again.
“Fortunate that you understand,” she said.
She pulled the knife away and jammed it into the ground several inches from his head. When he flinched, she did it again. He looked past the knife, which at this distance blocked most of his field of vision, and saw Gem watching them. She sat, cross-legged, on the far side of the fire, motionless, relaxed, her expression concealed by the dance of shadows.
Cinnabar untied the gag and yanked it away. The coarse material rasped out of his mouth like sandpaper. His tongue was dry. Before he could speak, she grabbed him around the mid-section and hauled him up against a tree. Then she thrust her knife back into its sheath. The lack of pressure against his right hip told him they’d taken his knife. The flashlight was out of sight, and the staff lay near the fire as though it were another stick of wood for burning. Without its shine, it looked dead—the magic had fled from it and vanished into the night.
“Who are you?” asked Cinnabar. Her eyes were inhuman.
Sonny stumbled on his first attempt at words. He needed water. His tongue and lips were bruised from the rough cloth.
“Speak up, child,” she snapped. Her right hand fluttered past the knife.
“Little girl, my name is Sonny Trout,” he said. “If you are the good people I am looking for, you have a very crude way of introducing yourselves.”
Cinnabar looked around at Gem. “We’ve caught a nasty fish,” she announced.
Gem closed her eyes and did not answer.
“Sonnytrout.” Cinnabar said the name as one word. “Yes, a fishy sort of name. Your clothes are strange, too. What is this—cotton?” She sat by the fire and rubbed her hands. “Damn cold,” she said. Then, as though it were an afterthought, she asked, “Who are these good people you’re looking for, Sonnytrout?”
He wished he knew. Now was not the time to ask about Aton, the sun with white hair.
“Did you get lost in the big, scary woods?” she added. “Justine’s people never did like the woods. Good people? A patrol, I bet. Or maybe the rest of your army is camped around the lake.”
“I’m sorry, but. . .”
“Yes you are,” she cut in. “What kind of soldier crashes through the woods like a blasted woolly mammoth?” She shoved at the staff with her boot. “And with no more of a weapon than that—an old man’s walking stick.”
“You’re not letting him talk, honey,” said Gem. Her voice was song-like, gentle, and fluid as water.
Cinnabar ignored her. She watched him trying to conceal his shivering. “Ah,” she said, “the poor little thing is freezing. It’s a wonder you’re not a block of ice with those silly, lightweight clothes. Where did you get them?”
“At a store near my house,” said Sonny.
Cinnabar's hand snaked out suddenly and she slapped him hard, numbing the left side of his face.
“Don’t be sarcastic. I didn’t think you sewed them together yourself.” She spat on the ground. “You could have, of course. A mama’s boy like you might know all about sewing and dolls and such.”
“Enough,” said Gem. There was power in her low voice. “You’ll never learn anything from him this way.”
Cinnabar shrugged, got up, and walked over to a small black tin near the fire. She extracted a piece of chicken from it and chewed on it sloppily as she walked around the fire in a tight circle. When she finished, she flung the bone into the trees.
“Sonny,” said Gem, “there’s no way for you to escape.”
How did she know to use his first name? She came over to him and untied his hands and feet. “Cinnabar, give him some of that coffee.”
Cinnabar grumbled, but said nothing understandable as she filled a dirty tin cup for him. He gulped the bitter coffee eagerly, greedy for the warmth it provided. There was such a contrast between the two women, he wondered how they tolerated each other. Gem sat, seemingly unaware of him, and sipped her coffee absently. Her braids hung down in front of her, each tied off with a leather thong. Her deep bronze skin was weathered darker than the leather. While waiting for her to speak, he calmed his nerves by silently counting backwards from one hundred, visualizing himself becoming more relaxed with each descending number, ninety-nine, ninety-eight, ninety-seven, breathing in and breathing out, ninety-six, ninety-five, ninety-four, breathing in and breathing out.
When he was halfway to zero, she looked at him across the top of her coffee cup and smiled. “It will be best if you tell us what you are doing here,” she said. She pursed her lips and blew into her cup, stirring up a jet of steam. “Why were you sneaking along the forbidden trail at the base of Mount Gordon?”
She waved her hand at him—a signal that the time had come for him to tell his story. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. His wrists hurt, but he was more relaxed. Cinnabar watched, like a cat ready to spring. He could make a dive for the staff. Well, then what? He didn’t know how to bring back its magic and was angry that the elf hadn’t told him the wood’s secrets. Above all else, he needed to find Robert Adams.
“By what right do you hold me captive?” he asked as harshly as he felt but more harshly than was wise.
Cinnabar loomed over him like a rabid dog.
“Sit and stay sat,” Gem hissed. Then, to Sonny, “You must have fallen from the sky like a spent star, oblivious to earthly events. You’re out of place and I cannot read you.” She straightened up out of her slouch and seemed more formative, taller, perhaps more dangerous than the volatile Cinnabar. “We took you captive because it was necessary. So.”
He grew cold as he looked into her cold eyes, but he did not turn away, for the icy chill was like a forgotten old friend. This time he did not fight it. He slowed his heart rate, controlled his breath, and “heard” a few lines of a recent whispered conversation between the two women.
“I know she is near,” says Gem.
“Gem, are you sure this time? She is long lost.”
“Cinnabar,” she replies, “yes, I am sure. We must find her soon. It is our only hope.”
“I have a more immediate hope,” says Cinnabar. “I hope we are not discovered on this forbidden trail by the wrong people.”
“Yes, Gem,” he said, “I’m as out of place as you are, searching for someone I may never find.”
“Mother, how can he know?”
Sonny ignored her, following Gem’s lead. “I don’t understand it myself. I apparently walked through a doorway between worlds.”
“Fool,” screamed Cinnabar. Like a cat meowing loudly, she was all mouth. “We don’t have time for a bedtime story.”
“You know that there are such doorways, Cinnabar,” said Gem.
“The world I come from looks like this world,” said Sonny. “It’s hard to tell at night. You have different names here. I’ve never heard of Mount Gordon. The mountain on this side of the lake is called Mount Allen.”
Gem gave him a funny look. “Perhaps,” she said. There was a hint of kindness in her voice. Cinnabar was vigorously hacking up a stick with her knife. “Supposing that you uncovered a portal between worlds,” said Gem, “why did you choose to open it?”
“I know little about that,” Sonny said. “I was told there were people in a city called Pyrrha who needed help. I didn’t know what kind of help—my mission was rather vague.”
Were these women the cruel and twisted danger foretold by the pheasant feather? His intuition was silent and he had no coin to flip.
“Go on,” said Gem.
“I went to a cabin and told the Guardian—the Nunnumbi—that I came in good faith, and he let me pass.”
Gem gasped, and some of the deep tan drained out of her face. When she saw him studying her, she instantly regained her composure.
“This Guardian, what did it look like?”
“A pillar of light, bluish-white and spinning like a tornado.”
“It’s a trick, Gem,” said Cinnabar. She chopped another twig in half and flung away the pieces. “It’s a rotten, evil trick. Let’s finish him off before we’re caught in his ugly trap.”
“Silence.” There was a quiet force in the soft-spoken word. “There’s no way Justine’s men could know the Guardian’s name. It’s never been written.”
“Somebody talked,” Cinnabar told her. “We’ve had traitors before. I think we may have another one now. The wardens could have forced a captive to speak. They have ways—you know that.”
“Yes,” said Gem. “I know that better than you. I should think you would remember. . .” She sighed and left the statement unfinished when Cinnabar turned away from her and looked at the ground. “Well then, Sonny, who told you there were people here who needed help?”
“A friend named Robert Adams.”
“This Robert Adams, did he come through the door with you? Does he hide in the woods?”
“No.”
“I thought not.”
“I wish he did.” He glared at Cinnabar. “After my reception here, I could have used his help. He’s a magician, you might say, and he’ll look for me if I don’t return.”
“Tccch! Such a story,” said Cinnabar as she overtly tested the sharpness of the blade with her thumb.
“Cinnabar, we must take him with us.”
“What? He’s a spy who knows the right things to say. Justine gets crafty in his old age. Using a child is a new tactic.” She winked at Sonny.
Gem smiled. “At fifteen, you’re not much older than a child yourself, perhaps the same age as this one,” she said, pointing at Sonny.
“Maybe, maybe,” she replied, her face flushed. “That doesn’t mean we must trust him.”
“No, not yet. But we must get back to town. Marten worries.”
They gathered up the cooking utensils and placed them in small leather bags tied to their belts. Gem stuck Sonny’s knife in her belt next to her own. Then, she saw the flashlight on the ground near the trail where it must have dropped when they carried him into camp.
“What is this?”
“My flashlight,” he said.
“It’s a weapon,” Cinnabar said. She took it from Gem and examined it closely. “Nothing sharp, though—it must employ dark magic. He said his friend Robert Adams is a magician.”
Sonny laughed. The picture of these two women hovering over his flashlight as though it were a dangerous weapon tickled him. Gem took back the flashlight and rubbed her fingers along the glass, then across the clip, and then the switch.
“He’s laughing at us,” said Cinnabar.
“Is this a weapon?” asked Gem.
“No, it’s a light,” he said. “It’s not magic in any way. Give it to me and I’ll show you how it works.”
Gem raised her eyebrows, hesitated, and then handed him the flashlight. Cinnabar drew her knife. “Careful, little boy.”
Sonny pointed the flashlight at the ground and switched it on. Both women jumped back.
“In the name of the Guardian,” shouted Cinnabar, her face white, “magic fire!”
Gem stood, arms folded in front of her, and regarded the light circle on the ground. “It doesn’t seem dangerous.”
“It’s just a light,” said Sonny. He aimed the beam on his hand. “See, it’s not fire at all.”
Cinnabar gingerly stuck her fingertips into the light, drew them away, and then bravely thrust her hand into the beam. Finally, she grabbed the flashlight, shone it on Sonny’s face and, when she saw that this did no damage, turned it on herself.
“It’s a wonder,” she said. “Gem, let’s scare Marten with it when we get home.”
“You do, and he’ll give you a good thrashing.”
“Oh well, maybe we won’t.”
“After it has been used a while,” said Sonny, “the batteries—the parts inside—wear out and must be replaced.”
“We’ll use it sparingly, then,” said Gem. “It would only call attention to us in the dark.”
“Before we leave, could we go back down the trail and get my pack?” asked Sonny.
Gem stared at him blankly. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”
“I thought you would steal it or throw it in the fire.”
“So.” Gem turned away. “Cinnabar, wait with him here while I get it.” She glanced at Sonny. “I won’t open it without your permission.” She slipped off into the night without making a sound.
Cinnabar stamped out the fire and sat by Sonny, making him a little uncomfortable. He tried to imagine her in his world in a school setting. Too much undisciplined energy. She would probably end up in jail one way or another.
“Gem is an old fool,” she whispered. “I ought to tie you up and drag you into the lake before she returns. What do you think of that, child?”
She hissed at him in the darkness and this angered him almost as much as the threat.
“If you threaten me or hiss at me one more time, little girl, I’ll be the one using the rope. And you’ll be the one sinking to the bottom of Lake Josephine—or whatever you call it here.”
Sonny thought she would attack; instead, all he heard was a sharp intake of air. Then she said, “Sonnytrout, you’re a foolish spy, but you have more life in you than I thought.”
“I know. And another thing, I have a first name and a last name. Friends call me Sonny. Acquaintances call me Sonny Trout. Sonny and Trout are not one long word.”
“So what?”
“Get it right.”
She was quiet then.
When Gem returned, he put the pack on his back, found his staff, and joined them in a single file procession. The trail was better here. He wished Cinnabar were leading instead of following close behind him. Was her knife in its sheath?
When they reached the foot of the bright lake, Gem stopped. “If this were your world, where would we be?” she asked.
“We call this Lake Josephine,” he said.
“Lake Gordon,” she said.
“And then, coming up on our right, there will be a trail leading across the glacial moraine down to the next lake. In my world there’s a large hotel there and the lake is called Swiftcurrent.”
“You're right about the lake, but there’s no hotel in our world,” said Gem. “Here, we call it Lake Deucalion.”
“A spy could make up phony names for such obvious landmarks,” said Cinnabar.
The moonlight was bright enough along the trail to show Gem’s eyes narrowing into a squint. “We’ll talk of that later,” she said. She emphasized the word later.
The trail leading over the glacial moraine—the now-forested hill of rock that ancient ice had deposited in the valley—was harder to follow than the same trail in his world. Certainly, though the asphalt surface in his world was out of place, it kept the area from being ruined by the high tourist traffic. He expected the tourist traffic in this world was slim to none. This trail switchbacked up the slope, weaving in and out of boulders.
At Lake Deucalion, Sonny saw no hotel on the opposite shore. Did he need any more evidence to prove the existence of alternate universes? This, all of this, whatever this was, was the other side of one of Grandfather’s coins. No comfortable rooms. No family. He hadn’t really expected to see the world he knew across the lake—not after meeting Gem and Cinnabar. If they were the enemy, then he had made a grievous blunder.
They followed the trail between the pyramid-shaped point and the water, the same route David Ward had taken earlier in another time and another dimension. Sonny kept looking at the spot where the hotel belonged. He felt unsettled and confused. And he wondered, with more than idle interest, how he would get home. When they reached a spit of land that extended out into the lake, Gem stopped abruptly.
“Shh, fall!” she ordered. She dropped down onto the pebbly shore and lay on her stomach. Cinnabar shoved Sonny against the sharp stones, and they cut into his palms, drawing blood. He didn’t see what alarmed Gem. He heard nothing but Cinnabar’s rapid breathing and the schlap, schlap, schlap of waves meeting the beach.
“Nobody move,” said Gem. “There’s danger here.”
“I see them,” said Cinnabar. “It’s a government patrol, and I’ll bet they’re looking for us. Swiftcurrent Lake! Blast, you’ve led us into a trap.” She kicked Sonny in the shin.
“Shut up,” snapped Sonny. “I didn’t lead us here.”
“Whisper, both of you,” said Gem, “or they'll find us for sure.” Sonny raised his head slightly and saw why Cinnabar was worried. There were two processions of lights on opposite sides of the lake just as his dream had shown him. There were twenty wildly flaming torches in each group, twisting in and out of the trees, disappearing and then reappearing, moving together as though they were connected like the lighted windows on a train. If each group continued in the direction it was going, they would soon meet right here on this spit of land.
“We’re cut off,” said Cinnabar. “We can’t retreat into either arm of the valley now.”
“I know,” said Sonny. He paused, remembering. “We’ll swim across—and hope they are not watching the lake itself.”
“True,” said Gem, and she crawled into the water, apparently impervious to the cold.
“You’re next, Sonny Trout,” said Cinnabar. She pressed her hand against his left leg. He winced when he touched the water—no time to get psychologically prepared. The staff and the pack made crawling awkward. When the icy water touched the backs of his legs, he jumped, lost his balance, and tipped over on his side. The brisk rush of water into his mouth silenced his gasp. Before he could right himself, Cinnabar pulled him out into the deeper water.
He tried a scissor kick. The pack pulled him over backwards and the heavy boots tired out his legs. Because of the staff, he only had one free hand for sculling. Just as the two groups of lights converged near the spit, small clouds flew across the moon, bringing all that lived in and out of shadow. The torches seemed disorganized and then, like fireflies, flitted up the hill toward the upper lake.
“We must swim all the way across,” said Gem. Her voice was garbled. “I sense a presence there. They’ve left somebody at the trail junction.”
Sonny's legs tensed, frozen with cramps as he thrust himself farther out into the lake. Normally, he was a strong swimmer. Not now. He was tired. And cold. The staff floated nicely enough. He wished it would support his weight. More water ran into his mouth and he felt sick. As he thought about the floating staff, it became more buoyant. Was the cold water teasing him? Tentatively, he tested his weight on the wood—it held him up like a life preserver and carried him along effortlessly, and he saw Grandfather Elliott standing on the Angel Wing and he saw David Ward astride the great black horse and he saw the eagle with sunlight in his eyes.
His vision was short-lived, so clear one moment and so empty the next, as a more substantial cloud hid the naked moon and her illusions, and now here were the stars, brighter, a sparkling net across the top of the sky. The net had a hole in it where the cloud hid the moon, and its edges were ragged where mountains penetrated the silver fabric.
The women swam easily, as though they were cradled in a warm pool. Silently, he thanked Robert Adams for the walking stick, now a swimming stick balancing him nicely beneath the greater mysteries of the dancing constellations. Gem and Cinnabar did not see this, how carefully he was held up by mere wood in cold water, and he hoped they would think, if they thought of him at all, that he was simply a young man with uncertain footing and a tired way of floating across the lake.
Gem and Cinnabar swam in slow, even strokes toward a mountain that tore into the sky’s fabric. In the dim light, Sonny saw a familiar snow patch lying in a crease in the mountain’s slope. The patch was shaped like the South American continent, though by this time of the summer much of Columbia, Ecuador, and Peru had melted away, and in the morning, a world away in the hotel lobby, Sonny heard one bellman ask another if he wanted to climb up there after lunch. If worlds and dreams continue their frantic pace after one has left them, then the two bellmen probably climbed up that green slope to the bedrock where South America lay and looked down on their creation of red tour buses, white Dahl sheep, and a lake filled with blue sky. In this world, Pyrrha, the shape of the snow might have another meaning, or no meaning at all. And if worlds and dreams continue, then the bellmen—both of whom were working a split shift—returned at six P.M. and asked how high the house count was. Sonny saw it happening as a dream or a vision or his typically absurd imagination. A late arriving tour bus deposited two hundred suitcases on the front sidewalk. A swell of people began asking directions to their rooms, calling down for ice and extra towels, and for passkeys when they locked themselves out of their rooms. There were ashtrays in the lobby to wipe clean and chairs to set up for the evening sing-along, and double-parked cars to move away from the front door. By now, the bellmen would have gone to bed unless they had a penchant for all-night bridge games. Assuming they didn’t know he was gone, Sonny’s parents and sister would be asleep, too, tramping through mountains of dream.
Though they had been in the water only forty-five minutes, Sonny witnessed eternity flying across the black waters. New winds kissed the night, men discovered fire again, stars died, and prospective gods were born while his hands grew numb. Finally, his boots scraped rock and he came down to earth. Shallow water. He struggled up on the beach and collapsed next to the women. Cinnabar was not exactly unattractive when wet.
They sat cold and disconnected from each other, thoughts pushing back the knife of the wind. Sonny saw no torch lights across the lake. He stared at the level ground where the hotel belonged and wondered if that spot were as empty as it seemed. Perhaps the hotel had not yet been built or perhaps it crumbled centuries ago along with the last memories of it in the tourists’ minds.
The moon leaped out from behind the clouds and shone on them like a searchlight. South America was a silver pendant on the mountain’s throat. Gem stretched up out of her cold cocoon. “Come, we can’t stay here.”
“You want them to see us, don’t you,” said Cinnabar.
“That depends on who you are,” Sonny said flatly.
Gem led them along the base of the mountain. The trail, which was perched precariously above the river, was little more than a thin line on the endless rocks. Sonny pulled his jacket tight, trying to shut away the wind that hopped along the talus slope. Gem flicked on the flashlight to get her bearings. Otherwise, they walked in the living dark.
The water roar below them was hollow—impersonally alive, and its voice tugged at him. One bad step and he’d be swimming again or drowning. Fear made him faint. Gem turned around quickly and grabbed his hand.
“Careful,” she snapped, “Water is enchanting you.”
“I’m okay,” he said.
“You’d walk faster without that stick,” she said.
“I’m okay.”
“So.”
Soon, the trail ran down into gentler terrain. The shining valley lay far behind them. Several times, Cinnabar went back up the trail to make sure they weren’t being followed. Each time she reappeared, she hissed the words, “Nothing yet.”
It took about three hours to travel from Lake Deucalion to the edge of the plains. A cold, forced march made principally in silence. Gem said fewer than fifty words. Cinnabar simply hissed. Once, Gem pointed to a large, dark shape on their left and muttered, “First Mountain.”
Now as they passed the end of the last ridge, a noisy sky of lights filled the world. A village crawled up and down the hillsides. He thought of clothes, warm food, and warm sleep. Tomorrow, he would worry about going home.
“Pyrrha,” said Cinnabar. “As if you didn’t know.”
“Quiet,” said Gem. “The city patrol might hear us.”
More likely, the patrol would hear his teeth chattering.
They left the trail, skirted the village to the south, and crossed the river on a narrow, plank bridge. Gem followed a myriad of paths that pursued the roll of the plain. They passed crude rail fences bordered by weeds, watering troughs, and silent log houses. Once or twice, a dog barked in the distance, or a cow bellowed. There were no people about. The log houses slowly gave way to structures made of rough-looking planks or copper-colored stones. The streets were little more than wide spaces between the houses. The curtains in the houses were drawn across tiny windows, and everything smelled like hay and sheep and things ripening in gardens. They approached a cabin more carefully constructed than the rest, one of several on a flat of land between two slight hills. Smoke floated from the chimney and hung low across the landscape like a scar. Behind the house lay a fenced-in garden, a neatly stacked pile of logs, and the shapes of animals standing in a pen.
Gem looked about furtively, and then darted out of the shadow toward the door. She opened it quickly and stepped inside. Cinnabar shoved Sonny into the yellow light and closed the door. Her shoving was habitual and annoying.
A gangly, blond-haired man in his early twenties dozed in a ladder-back chair next to a table with an oil lamp. A book was balanced on his knee. He jumped when Cinnabar slammed the door and the movement sent the book to the floor with a slap. He looked at them blankly and then, when recognition pushed away his sleep, he stood up with his shirt untucked and hanging down to his knees.
“Gem, Cinnabar, I thought you were lost.” His emphasis on the word lost told Sonny he really meant captured or dead.
“No, Marten,” said Gem. “We’re tired. We had to swim across the lake to avoid a patrol.”
“You weren’t seen, then?”
“No,” said Gem.
She slumped into a chair behind a crude table, leaned forward with her head propped in her hands, and closed her eyes.
Marten gave Cinnabar a long look. “These trips have got to stop,” he told her. She shrugged and walked past Gem to throw another log on the fire.
“The house was watched again tonight,” he said. Gem opened her eyes but didn’t seem surprised. “Argos’ men.”
Cinnabar pushed the log farther into the flames with her boot. “So we’ll lie low for a few days. Ah, this feels good.”
Sonny dropped his pack on the floor and walked over to the fireplace. His wet clothes seemed to sizzle with the heat. Cinnabar stared at the fire and didn’t talk to him. Marten stooped down to retrieve the fallen book, an ill-made thing of crude pages bound with leather cord, and flopped back into the chair. He was, as Mother said of people, all arms and legs, and definitely ill-made for the chair.
Cinnabar drifted over to the pot-bellied stove. “Any food left?” She yanked the lid away from a kettle.
“I can’t vouch for its taste now,” said Marten. He looked at Sonny, then back at Cinnabar. “So, who’s your soggy companion?”
She dropped the lid back on the pot. “Some wet dog Gem brought home with her. You know how she is about lost animals.”
Sonny went over to him, held out his hand, and said, “I’m Sonny Trout.”
Marten looked at the hand and apparently didn’t understand the gesture. Sonny felt foolish and pretended he was stretching.
“I’m Marten.” He smiled and his eyes were full of questions. “You’ll have to forgive Cinnabar. She’s not herself these days.”
Cinnabar glared at him. “Forgive? We’ll see how forgiving you want to be, Marten, when he turns on us. He’s a spy. I know that much.”
“He’s all right,” Gem said, softly. Her eyes were narrow slits. “We’ll talk of him in the morning.”
“Fine,” said Marten. “All of you must be hungry.” He looked at Sonny without expression.
“A little,” said Gem.
Sonny sat across the table from the two women. Marten took a ladle from a spike near the fireplace and scooped a dark orange substance out of the kettle onto three plates. He set these in front of them along with some hard bread.
Sonny was grateful for the food. The orange stuff reminded him of sweet potatoes. The bread was stale and dry. Gem nibbled at her food, then stood up abruptly. “Night,” she said, and went past the woolen curtain into the back room. Cinnabar ate quickly. She looked at the curtain, pulled Gem’s plate in front of her, and ate what she had been left behind.
With a flourish, she pulled her knife from its sheath and put it on the table with its point aimed at Sonny. She raised her eyebrows and gestured at the knife. Ah yes, she wanted him to try and grab the knife. He crossed his arms and grinned. Marten saw none of this. He was already back in his chair, reading. Having made no attempt at conversation, he now seemed to have forgotten his houseguest.
The house was a simple structure. But it didn’t take a carpenter’s eye to see it was well made. The long table divided the kitchen into halves. The sink was little more than a large basin with a hole punched in the bottom. A long-handled pump protruded from the counter surface beside it. A stovepipe angled off to the right where it connected with the stone chimney. Pots, pans, ladles, and tongs hung in a neat row along the mantle. On the far side of the room, next to the woolen curtain, a small bed and a wooden wardrobe were pushed close to the wall. A sword in a leather scabbard hung on a hook next to the wardrobe, and several pairs of trousers lay haphazardly across the top of a large chest at the end of the bed.
“You ready to sleep?” asked Cinnabar.
She was standing there in a wrinkled white shift, and he wondered how long she had been watching him that way.
“Of course,” he said, firmly. She twisted up her mouth again and pushed past him, knocking over her chair.
Marten frowned. “Is it not enough that you’re naked, Cinnabar, without destroying the furniture, too?”
“You’re too old fashioned for such a young man,” she snapped. “Sonny, follow me.”
She kicked aside a bearskin rug in the center of the room, exposing a trap door. She yanked it open with a ring inset in the wood, then took a candle from her pocket and lit it in the oil lamp. A shaky ladder led down into a cellar that smelled strongly of roots and damp earth. Dusty, too. Odd combination of sensations. She stuck the candle into a holder, waved her hand in a semi-circle, and said, “Your new home.”
“Nice,” he said.
The cellar was small. The ceiling was low. He supposed he was to sleep on the blankets and mat in the corner. There was little in the room: a table, a chair, a stack of crates pushed against the far wall.
“Do you have any extra clothes in your pack?” she asked.
“Yes. Wet clothes, probably.”
“Give them to me,” she ordered. “I’ll hang them next to the stove before I go to bed.”
He fished them out of the pack, careful not to let her see his other prized possessions. Who knew what the gear might be worth here. The extra flashlight and the compass might be exchanged for a trip home or for his continued survival if it came to that. He handed her the faded dungarees and the shirt.
“Funny looking clothes,” she said. “Now, the woolen breeches and hemp cloth shirt Marten’s wearing, that’s how a man ought to dress around the house.”
She grabbed the clothes and started up the ladder. Halfway up, she turned around with a wide grin on her face.
“You can use that blue shirt on the chair,” she said. It looked more like a dress, though it was not unlike the long shirts everyone wore in his world many years ago. Did Marten wear such a thing while he slept? “Will that keep you warm enough, child?”
He ignored the taunt in her voice. “I guess so.”
“You don’t sound too sure,” she said. “Should I strip naked and cuddle up with you tonight? I’ll make you hotter than a forest fire.”
His face flushed. He was too tired for a better response.
“What a baby,” she said derisively.
She clattered up the ladder cackling like a witch and slammed the trap door behind her. The brass ring slapped into place, followed by another metallic sound. A lock. He was a prisoner after all. Sonny eyed the blue gown thing with disdain. There was nothing to do but put it on. He blew out the candle and crawled beneath the musty blankets on the straw-filled mattress.
The bed was full of dust. His nose itched and he began to sneeze. With each sneeze, his body twitched, accentuating every ache, every pain, and every sore muscle. After grabbing a deep breath, he lay absolutely still. Then his nose began to tickle again. Oddly, he remembered that whenever he told Grandfather he was about to sneeze, the old man got a sneaky smile on his face and said, “Pepper.” Thinking of it now made him sneeze again. He felt like he had been dragged across boulders.
Above him, boots shuffled across the floor for a time, and then there was quiet. Following the old way, the way of his grandfather, he focused on his breathing and his pulse rate until he floated effortlessly at the boundary of sleep and wakefulness. He would bring back his old talent in spite of the risks, not to be the famed Soothsayer of West Wood Street again, but to survive.
He stands in the center of a forest fire. The crackling flames and the untethered chaos of battle explode into the void between earth and sky without restraint.
“Help me,” screams Cinnabar.
He turns slowly toward her voice, slowly as though he has all the time in the world, and while he is still turning toward the rocky ledge where she has fallen, an enemy soldier runs his long sword through her, and he is more conscious of her eyes—their lonely resignation—than the blood on her shirt.
His own slow movements catch his attention. He is dreaming. “No, Cinnabar, we will change this. I will not be consumed and you will not die,” he shouts, and he sees again that he stands in the center of a forest fire and a raging battle of knives, arrows, and swords.
“Help me,” screams Cinnabar.
He turns quickly, aims Robert Adams’ staff like a rifle, and a bolt of blue fire leaps from the wood and knocks the enemy soldier off the rocky ledge down into the underbrush away from Cinnabar.
He runs to her. Blood. But how? Her hands are pressed firmly against her stomach. She is pale and watches him like a wounded animal.
Events happen simultaneously; he looks away into the noise, and when he looks back to her, a man he does not know says, “She is dead.”
The hell she is, and he holds the staff over her and says, “Heal, Cinnabar,” and waits for the staff to come to life again.
Sonny didn’t know what woke him up, probably a random sound from upstairs. The safe darkness and quiet of the house should have been a welcome contrast after the bright anarchy of the dream. Yes, he remembered every detail, every single one. But there was no joy in it. He had changed the dream, yes, but to what good end?
The makeshift bed smelled of sweat and dust. He tried to sleep, to return to the dream and to finish saving Cinnabar’s worthless hide, but it didn’t do any good. He had probably stepped from the fire into the fireweed without knowing it.
Chapter Five—Marten
Morning entered the damp cellar as a pale shaft of light sketched between the open trap door and Sonny’s bed. Dust particles floated in the light and gave it the quivering appearance of a living thing.
After the dream came and went and left its mark on him, he slept fitfully. He remembered the dream and he trusted it fully. He could not say as much for the people upstairs. Were they loyal to Justine, loyal to the resistance group, or expediently loyal to themselves? No long-stemmed red rose gave them away.
Where did the dream begin and end? Did it begin when he found himself dumbly crawling in the dark outside a nonexistent cabin or when he swam across a lake beneath the diamond sky? Did it end when he held the staff above the dying Cinnabar or when he woke up in a damp cellar watching dust floating in the morning light? Or was he dreaming now?
One way or another, Robert Adams—the fool—drugged him with a cup of tea. Now he was nowhere to be seen.
He ordered the twisted blankets to turn into Sylvia Zorn. They did not comply, and it was worrisome, but not definitive, for he was, in a sense, more attuned to the jogger by the lake. “Blankets,” he commanded, “turn into Heather Martin.” No dice. He was obviously awake.
His clothes had undergone a change during the night, transforming themselves into dark tan woolen trousers, and a floppy smock that he was apparently supposed to wear over his shirt. A basin of water sat next to his clothes. He splashed the cold water over his face, neck and arms. It wasn’t dream water.
He stepped into the dusty light and climbed up the narrow ladder to the room above. Marten was at the kitchen table sharpening a set of knives with a whetstone.
He stood up and smiled. “You don’t look awake,” he said.
“I wish I weren’t,” snapped Sonny.
“Did you sleep well?”
“Well enough,” he said.
“We don’t have fancy sleeping accommodations,” Marten said. “The cellar is better than the cold ground outside, though.”
“Perhaps,” said Sonny. He shut the trap door and wondered what was supposed to happen now. “Are Gem and Cinnabar around?” he asked.
“They left,” said Marten. “Hungry?”
“Yes.” That sounded curt and he meant it that way. “Probably from last night’s forced hike.”
“Gem told me about it.” He poked at something in the kettle.
Sonny went over to the window. Guest or prisoner, which was he? They would have to discuss that. The window faced the hazy mountains in the distance. Midway between the house and the mountains, a stone fortress stood on a dominant hill in the center of town. Justine’s modest place, he supposed.
There were wagon wheel ruts just outside the window, and they wound between other simple houses, corrals, and garden plots. Two children were playing across the “street,” whacking away at each other with wooden swords. By the look of their clothes, they had done their share of rolling in the pen behind the house where sheep stood unconcerned about the racket.
A blonde-haired woman with a large wicker basket of clothes trudged out the front door. As she came down the steps, a shirt fell out of the basket. She yanked it up quickly, then saw the children and shouted at them and they scurried away.
She walked slowly alongside the fence, draping the wet clothes over the top rail to dry. When she reached the corner post at the edge of the small lot, her simple white dress and Burgundy apron flapped up in a gust of wind. She turned into the sunlight then, and her bearing changed as though the breeze stirred memories of better days. The scene was holy and private, but Sonny didn’t look away until a dog barked down in the town and the moment was broken.
“Your food’s ready,” said Marten. “It’s not much.”
Breakfast was a large bowl of stew, a thick slice of coarse bread covered with purple jelly, and a cup of bitter coffee. Marten sat across from him and watched him toy with the food. Except for the coffee, the breakfast was surprisingly good.
“How is it?” Marten asked.
“Great,” said Sonny. “Whatever it is.”
Marten sipped his coffee and made a face. “This is horrible. As for the stew, it’s very basic: mutton, a few carrots, some wild onions, and tubers from an arrowhead plant.”
“I’ve never heard of that,” said Sonny. Perhaps the food wasn’t as good as he thought, some deadly poison. This was his last moment on the face of the earth and his gravestone would read: I’ve never heard of that. His folks would probably find some mysterious symbolism in the epitaph.
“Don’t look so worried,” said Marten, laughing. “We get a lot of our food from the mountains even though we’re not supposed to go there. It’s the only way we have enough to eat. The government won’t let us have large gardens because that would interfere with the exorbitant taxes they levy on produce and staples at the market. They even impose a tariff on the goods that come in from the south by caravan.”
Sonny took another small spoonful of stew. It didn’t taste poisonous. “Well,” he said, “it is good. The bread and the jelly, too.”
“Gem made those. She ground the balsamroot seeds for the flour and collected the kinnikinnik berries for the jelly.”
“Kinnikinnik! I saw it growing near the lake you call Deucalion. My grandfather probably made jelly from such berries. He knew more about wild plants than anyone else I met.”
Marten leaned back in his chair. “Your grandfather would have gotten along well with Gem. The rest of us don’t completely understand her. She is more attuned to wild things than people and everyday stuff except when she’s talking about her fabrics. She was her father’s daughter, that’s for sure.”
“Grandfather didn’t like cities much either,” said Sonny. “But cities are all I know.”
Martin wasn’t listening. He was sharpening a paring knife and seemed hypnotized by the circular motion of the knife on the stone. Sonny finished his breakfast in silence. He heard the whack-whack of the wooden swords and figured the children had resumed their game as soon as their mother busied herself inside the house.
“Now that we’re done with the small talk, I have questions,” said Sonny.
“Small talk?” Marten looked at him quizzically. “What might that be?”
“Small talk is a conversation about small things while the larger things are left unsaid. Am I a prisoner in this house?”
Marten sipped his coffee and regarded Sonny carefully. “No,” he said, and began clearing away the remainder of the dishes as though that was that.
“I can walk out this door right now with my pack and my staff?”
“Of course. It would be foolish, but you can do it,” said Marten. “I’ve had words with Gem already, and I’ll tell you what I told her. She endangered this family by bringing you here. What’s worse, she’s now obligated to take you back to Lake Gordon. Without her, you will be dead before you get to the river.”
Marten turned around and filled a wooden bucket at the pump. He was plain spoken enough. His hands were rough and his arms were well tanned and covered with the nicks and scrapes of honest work.
“So.” He turned and faced Sonny after shoving the paring knife and a crude pair of pliers in his pocket. “I have a few things to do out back.”
“Do you need help?”
Marten picked up the bucket and walked over to the door, spilling less of the water than Sonny expected. “Your help would attract attention I don’t want,” he said. “You’re welcome to stay until dark when Gem can more safely escort you through the city. You’re also welcome to leave now. If you do, I wish you good fortune.”
He stepped out through the front door before Sonny could reply. Sonny walked to the window and studied the town. Other than the forbidding fortress, nothing looked overtly dangerous. Yet, in the web of pathways and narrow roads between here and the mountains, there were probably unseen eyes, people eager to talk and soldiers waiting for anyone leaving the city and heading west. Two men passed by in a spring wagon pulled by a draft horse and waved at him before he could step away from the window. Marten was right: his presence here would attract attention. He went back to the table and finished his coffee. The stuff tasted like chicory—and now it was cold.
Pyrrha was nothing like he imagined. He had expected a quaint mountain village filled with alpine-styled gift shops and restaurants, not an evil empire. Grandfather had said, “You will go farther than Harry and return much wiser.” That would be a worthy goal.
Sonny retrieved his staff from the cellar and, after covering the trapdoor, sat in front of the fireplace and concentrated on his “old man’s walking stick”—as Cinnabar put it—for inspiration. He felt a low voltage current there but if the wood had secrets, it held them close.
Somebody rapped lightly on the door. Sonny’s hands froze on the staff. Before he could move or speak, a short, squatty man in dirty work clothes stepped inside and the room grew cold. A dagger hung carelessly from his belt. His black hair was close cropped about his round head, and his eyebrows were so heavy they almost obscured his watery, colorless eyes.
The eyes focused on him immediately. “Who are you?” It was more of a growl than a question.
“You’re the one who stepped inside uninvited,” said Sonny as he stood up and faced the man. “Who are you?”
“Your parents need to teach you some manners.” The man reminded Sonny of those half-stupid, subservient creatures in animated feature films who serve as sidekicks for various monsters.
“I don’t mind if you don’t like my manners,” said Sonny, quoting his favorite Humphrey Bogart lines from The Big Sleep. “I don’t like them myself. They’re pretty bad. I grieve over them on long winter evenings.”
“You’ll sooner find more grief if you don’t find a civil tongue,” he said. He kept looking about the room like a nervous bird on a feeder. “I am Charon.”
“You’re younger than I expected,” said Sonny.
“Oh, then you’ve heard of me,” he said. “News of my exploits reaches the far sea and the great swamp. But news of you has not reached me.”
“My name is Osprey,” said Sonny, improvising.
“Where’s Marten?”
“Out back.”
Charon pulled one of the chairs away from the table and slouched into it. “Working his sheep?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll wait.” He wiped his dripping nose with his sleeve. “Gem here?”
“No.” Sonny didn’t trust the man. He smelled like a wet dog.
“Blast. I need one of her concoctions for my fever.” He leaned forward on to his knees so that it seemed he would either spring forward like a cougar or roll out of his chair. “What’s your story?” he snapped.
“I don’t have a story,” Sonny said.
Charon grinned. “You came up on a supply caravan from the south, I expect.”
Sonny shook his head. “I came from the north.”
“You haven’t been trading with the Lemurs, I hope.” The smile again, and a raised eyebrow.
“No. I’m a sheep man, not a trader.”
“More like a sheep boy with an attitude.” He stood up, looked casually at the staff, and spat into the fireplace. “You’ve come to a dangerous household.”
“I had no idea.”
“Rebels,” said Charon. “You haven’t been talking about plots and politics?”
“All I know is sheep.”
“Really.” Charon ran his hands through his hair without improving on it much and then grinned. “Osprey the sheep man, tell me your opinion about shearing. Is it best to shear before lambing or after?”
“Before.”
“You’re probably right. Suppose a man was flushing his ewes, would that keep them from falling sick from twin lamb disease?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Even if the man flushing the ewes had less intelligence than all his sheep together, he’d know flushing is done before breeding and that twin lamb disease is most likely the result of too little feed during the last six weeks before lambing.”
Charon laughed. “Maybe you are a sheep man at that. I have a ranch south of town and proudly call myself a sheep man as well. I’ll give you fair warning, Osprey, if you run with Gem and Marten’s flock, Grinder will shear you with an axe sooner or later. It’s a worry all of us have.”
“I appreciate your candor,” said Sonny.
“One more thing,” said Charon. “Keep clear of that feisty redhead. I wouldn’t mind taking her home at night, and I think you’re old enough to see where my thoughts are going in that regard, but politically, she’s worse than a wildcat.”
“I haven’t met a redhead,” said Sonny, looking Charon straight on so he wouldn’t suspect the lie.
“Her name is Cinnabar. And she’s in love with Justine, not that she’s ever been close enough to give him any opportunities. You hear what happened to Saren down on the south road?”
“I hear from sheep.”
“So you say. Ambushed. Sold out by a sly wildcat and he was in love with her like a dumb sheep. She sheared him good though nobody saw her hand in it.”
“I’ll be careful,” said Sonny.
“Kill her or she’ll kill you first.”
Charon grabbed an apple out of the bowl on the counter and hustled toward the front door. Almost as an afterthought, he turned. “Tell Marten I couldn’t wait forever while he tended his sheep. Remind him he’s supposed to be someplace tonight.”
“I will.”
“See that you do.” He yanked the door open and stepped outside.
When Charon slammed the door, a high-voltage jolt from the staff threw Sonny back into a chair and the shouting inside his head was so loud he instinctively covered his ears:
“Cinnabar walks on the wrong side of the road, Charon. She is a brilliant creature. I expected her to more swiftly see the tedious error of her ways.”
“Yes,” says Charon, “she returns your love with deceit.”
“The moment of her birth lacked ambiance, and that has flawed her and made her troublesome. I understand. I can be patient. But I will not be patient forever, Charon, because unlimited patience has risks.”
“To all of us, sir.” Charon coughs. “Sir?”
“Yes?”
“I am at your service if those risks exceed your patience and the acceptable limits of treason.”
“Charon, we understand each other on this matter.”
The voices of playing children drew him away from the clairaudient conversation. His headache was more intense this time, and colder. The cold started at his temples and tumbled like an avalanche down his neck and shoulders into his hands. The tips of his fingers were white, and he bent close over the hearth for the lingering warmth of the dying fire.
Charon’s mongrel voice was obvious. But who was the other? Could it have been Aton? The man’s voice was labored. His words were like frail leaves on a bitter wind. Yet, the man’s power and authority weren’t frail. That much was obvious from his word choice and Charon’s deference.
When Marten came back into the room, Sonny watched a small tongue of flame on the underside of the remaining log as though he were lost in thought. He heard Marten set the bucket on the floor and toss the knife and pliers onto the counter; then came the scrape of chair legs sliding across the floor followed by the creak and groan of the wood as Marten’s lanky frame settled down into the woven rush seat.
Marten sighed overly loud, Sonny was thinking. Dad did that as a guaranteed icebreaker and conversation starter. Sigh and somebody is bound to ask “What?” or empathize with you for the trials and tribulations behind the sigh. The habit irked Sonny and he refused to acknowledge it now.
“You look ill,” Marten said.
Sonny shifted around and thought Marten’s posture, if one could call it that, was so absurd it was laughable. Marten looked like a child’s conception of a man in a chair drawn with thick crayons and no sense of perspective or anatomy. The resulting contraption could only be held together with baling wire and dumb luck. Marten’s questioning frown didn’t stop Sonny from smiling broadly.
“You look like a daddy longlegs trying to sit on a thumb tack,” said Sonny.
“We make our own chairs, but Gem is quite insistent that we make them for normal people,” Marten said. “You look better with that smile you’re trying to conceal, but I keep wondering if you have seen a ghost.”
“I heard something that didn’t agree with me,” Sonny said. “A man named Charon was here looking for Gem.”
Marten stood up and walked to the window. “Why?”
“He had a cold and wanted an herbal remedy.”
“Anything else?”
“He asked me to remind you about a meeting tonight.”
“Yes, that is so,” said Marten. “Charon’s a rough character. He probably asked who you are, right?”
“I told him I’m a sheep man,” said Sonny. “My grandfather tended sheep and wrote a book called Caring for Your Sheep. That gave me enough basic information to convince him.”
“Good,” said Marten. “Did he ask your name?”
“I said my name is Osprey.”
Marten smiled. “Yes, I like that, it’s less—less foreign.” He went back to the table and sat down slowly—glancing at Sonny as he did so—as though he were still thinking about the daddy longlegs on the thumbtack. “Keep that name while you’re here. It will bring fewer questions and odd looks.”
“Okay.”
“A few minutes before I came back inside, I heard the door slam,” said Marten. “I rather assumed it was you leaving. As is, Charon will speak to one man or another as he goes about his business and then they will know you are here. You see now why Gem shouldn’t have brought you?”
“Yes.”
Marten slammed an open hand down against the tabletop. “Blast it all, Osprey,” he said, looking up with a scowl, “you may know about sheep, but you do not know about Pyrrha. You will be asked where you are from, and you can’t tell them you walked through a time portal. In your world, you might be able to create some fiction about your ranch and your flock and what the trail looked like between here and there. But not in Pyrrha. You will be seen for a fraud before you can say a hundred words about your life here as a sheep man.”
“Then I will leave tonight as soon as it’s dark,” said Sonny. He helped himself to one of the pieces of bread that bounced off the plate when Marten hit the table.
“Gem will escort you back to the portal after the meeting,” said Marten.
“I’m not returning to portal yet,” said Sonny. “Gem can escort me back to Lake Deucalion. Once I’m out of your hair, you can do whatever it is that you do when you’re not kidnapping people in the mountains.”
Marten raised his eyebrows. “Out of your hair? Whatever it is that you do? Interesting expressions. You are from a different world. Gem was sure of it. So. You have much to learn about Pyrrha if you want to survive.”
“No doubt. Anything you are willing to tell me will help.”
“We owe you that much,” said Marten, “for we have made your whatever-it-is-that-you-do task more difficult.”
Sonny laughed. “Yes, I guess you have.”
“Cinnabar believes you’re a spy. Gem doesn’t. What do you say?”
“A spy for whom?” asked Sonny.
“Justine.”
“I do not know Justine,” said Sonny, angrily. “I don’t think you and Gem know him either. I’m less sure about Cinnabar. Her hatred for me is over the top—er, excessive—so I wonder if surviving Pyrrha means surviving Cinnabar.”
Marten didn’t smile. “You may be right,” he said. He drank some of his coffee and then set down the heavy cup slowly as though it were fragile. “Cinnabar has sound reasons for her attitudes.”
“I’m not responsible for her attitudes,” said Sonny. “But out of curiosity, what are they?”
“That’s not for me to say. I mention it only to point out that she is not capricious. Nevertheless, I think Gem’s opinions about you are correct even though she has no empirical evidence.”
“Sure she does,” said Sonny. “She has my flashlight.”
“Good point,” said Marten. “Then my primary question becomes: why are you here? Tell me that, and I will tell you how to avoid being killed.”
“My grandfather and I planned to come here together,” said Sonny. “After he died of a heart attack in May, I came to believe that giving up on the vacation trip now would be a shameful thing.”
“That would have been a difficult decision for me to make,” said Marten. “I am curious, though,” he said as he poured more coffee into his cup. “Isn’t a vacation trip to another universe rather unusual?”
“Hell yes,” said Sonny. “Grandfather said nothing about time portals and alternative universes. His illness ruined his memory, so he provided zero details about the trip. Up until yesterday afternoon, I assumed Pyrrha was a village deep in the mountains. Our mountains. Grandfather knew the people there and believed they needed help.”
Marten’s arms and legs sprang away from the chair simultaneously in different directions as he was shouting, “When? How?” Now the chair lay on its back, and the coffee surged through the scattered remnants of the stew to the table’s edge where it poured like a muddy waterfall onto one of the remaining slices of bread. Sonny shoved his chair away from the table quickly and ran over to the counter, looking for a rag or a sponge. Marten just stood there looking at the mess resignedly as though it wasn’t an uncommon occurrence.
“I think you’ll be safe over there,” Marten said. He grabbed a rag and quickly wiped the stew and coffee off the table into the bucket. “I have learned to clean up after myself,” he added as he deftly sopped up the lake of coffee on the floor.
“You do good work,” Sonny said as he returned to the table.
“Now,” said Marten, carefully righting his chair and easing down onto it, “I was attempting to ask you how or when your grandfather was here.”
“He came here often over a long period of time,” said Sonny. “He was last here several years ago.”
Marten leaned against the corner of the table and fidgeted with a strand of thread that had unraveled and was hanging from his sleeve.
“Sonny,” he asked, “is your grandfather Thomas Elliott?”
“Yes.” A simple word. He wanted to say more, yet he was stunned that he had said anything at all. The consequences of Marten’s question were at once too alarmingly severe and too coincidentally fortunate to consider rationally.
“By the Guardian,” exclaimed Marten, and then he seemed to be at a loss for words.
Sonny stood up and went to window. This situation—the smell of grass in the air, the chance placement of cups on the counter, the whack of the wooden swords outside, the words said, the words unsaid—it was familiar. Had he dreamed of it? But when? He followed the flight of a faraway bird across the backdrop of the mountains and saw that the sun had burned off most of the haze.
“Was my grandfather a close friend of yours?” He turned around and saw Marten wiping his eyes.
“He was that,” said Marten. “By the Guardian, yes, he was indeed that—and more.”
“Then I have blundered into meeting the right people,” said Sonny. His fingers hurt from their tight grasp on the windowsill.
“You must understand that I am biased,” said Marten, wiping off his face with his arm, “but I claim we are very right and very much people. But you have more to ask.”
“I do,” said Sonny. “Tell me about my grandfather. Tell me how and why he was here and how you came to know him.”
Marten smiled. “I’ve never known a man with greater compassion or with a greater capacity for love than Thomas Elliott.” He shook his head. “Gem—I wonder if her senses have told her who you really are.”
“I don’t think so.”
“She may have an unproven hunch.” Marten counted on his fingers, mouthing the silent years. “Fifty years ago. That’s the first time he came here.”
“I had no idea!”
“And now, you.”
“Grandfather spoke of an unfinished mission,” said Sonny. “That’s why I’m here.”
“It’s a long story.”
“I plan to stay,” said Sonny. He blurted it out and was as surprised he said it as Marten looked when he heard it. He wasn’t running away from Grandfather’s last request or from the cruel and twisted danger foretold by the seven feathers.
“Yes?” Marten closed the window.
“Don’t give me a chance to back out.”
“You may change your mind,” said Marten, his voice scarcely above a whisper. “We suffer under the rule of the oppressive government of King Justine, a privy council of idiots, and an army of thugs.”
“How does one fight against all that?”
“With group action and a lot of wishful thinking,” said Marten. “There are others. Gem and Cinnabar, of course. Hawk, Charon, Sarabande, Siskin, Aton—Aton’s our leader. He’s a glassblower by trade and, even at his age, he has more breath than most of us. You’ll meet them soon. We’re rebels, you could say.”
“Aton is the name Grandfather mentioned,” said Sonny. “At the end he was too ill to remember anything else.”
Marten frowned at that. “Aton and your grandfather were old friends. Your grandfather brought us together and Aton kept us together,” he said slowly.
“Grandfather tried to tell me this.”
“He told you enough to bring you to my door,” said Marten. He leaned back and grabbed a bowl of green apples off the counter and set it down in the center of the table. “These are tart enough to twist the inside of your mouth like a wrung out mop—help yourself if you dare.”
“Why are the mountains forbidden?” asked Sonny. He took an apple off the top of the pile in the bowl, bit off a giant chunk, and wondered if Marten had any antacid tablets.
“Pyrrha is a country of one hundred forty-seven thousand, one hundred thirty-eight square miles,” said Marten. “We live on the plains because our kings fear the mountains. The mountains hold secrets and are a haven for criminals, rebel groups, and other public enemies.” He sighed and stared off at the ceiling, shaking his head. “Yet, in spite of the risks of being caught there, Gem keeps going back!” He bit into an apple, and the loud crunch punctuated the sentence nicely.
“Yes,” said Sonny, “she’s searching for a lost child, a variety of quest I know well.”
Marten choked on the apple, coughing out a spray of apple pieces and water as he struggled to get catch his breath. “How do you know that?” he asked as he rubbed the water away from his eyes.
“I am occasionally slightly psychic—or maybe it’s psychotic,” said Sonny. “It’s a random thing.”
“By the Guardian, that’s a talent we can use,” said Marten. “I’ll tell Gem—with your permission.”
“Gem is intuitive enough to know,” said Sonny. “Cinnabar is another matter.”
“How so?”
“I don’t trust her.”
“She’s been rough on you,” said Marten as he wiped the apple spray off the table. “Don’t judge her too quickly, though. She has grown up under rough planets and evil stars.”
“Charon believes she’s a traitor.”
“He would,” said Marten. “He hates aggressive women because they make him uncomfortable and refuse to sleep with him.”
“I’ll take your word about that,” said Sonny. With the window shut, the small fire was enough to make the house overly warm. Sonny stood up and untucked the long shirt while debating what to say to Marten about Charon. “I can tell you that Charon has recently spoken to an older man who believes that Cinnabar is—as he put it—walking on the wrong side of the road. Charon used the word ‘treason’ when he told the man he was ready to be of service if matters did not improve. I wondered if Charon was talking to Aton.”
Marten’s face went white. “No, Aton wouldn’t say that.” He got up, opened the window and leaned out while taking deep breaths.
“Sorry to say, I don’t know more.”
“Wait here,” Marten said, and headed out the door with the bowl of apples and ran across the road to the house with the noisy children.
Sonny watched, half hidden by the curtain, as the woman came to the door, brushing a splatter of flour off the front of her apron. She examined the apples and stood close to him while they spoke in low tones. She took the apples and as Marten left, she called out, “I’m obliged to you, Marten. We’ll be saving you a piece of the pie.”
“Rainbow carries my messages,” he said when he came back inside. “We will take another look at Charon and I might get a wider slab of pie this time.”
Across the road, where Marten’s eyes were focused, Rainbow and her two children were leaving the house in a clatter of noise as though they were going on an exciting family outing. Rainbow had brushed back her hair.
“Jay, hurry up. Cheetie, take Mommy’s hand,” she was saying.
“Rainbow is an attractive woman for her age,” observed Sonny.
Marten’s neck reddened and he shot an odd look at Sonny. “She is that,” he said. “Her husband Dohver would agree. He was captured a little over three years ago, and Rainbow has been tenacious in her efforts to gain his release from prison.”
“I hope my information helps,” said Sonny. He replayed the conversation that he had extracted from Charon’s mind. Lives were at stake here—and he knew, in spades, what that meant.
“Back to our history lesson,” said Marten, drawing him away from black thoughts. “We begin with Deucalion, son of Fire Bringer and his wife Pyrrha, daughter of First Woman. They lived in your world. Tom—your grandfather—said their names appear in mythology books.”
“Grandfather would know,” said Sonny.
Marten closed the window again. “When the window is shut, we can speak of treasonous things.”
“On a hot summer day, a closed window might attract the wrong kind of attention to the house,” said Sonny.
Marten raised his eyebrows, then sheepishly turned around and opened and shut the window several times as though he was adjusting or repairing it. He left it open.
“You might just be smart enough and quick enough to put Cinnabar in her place,” he said lightly.
“My pleasure,” said Sonny.
“Deucalion and Pyrrha were among the royalty of a great empire. When the empire was destroyed in a flood, they escaped with a small group of soldiers, priests, and artisans in ships that had been hidden in a safe harbor.
“When they reached this continent, they discovered that their colony had fallen apart over time into disconnected tribes of wanderers. Those who’d heard of the empire regarded it as little more than an old man’s story. Deucalion lived in peace with the tribes for twenty-one years. Then, he saw in a vision that his final destiny lay far to the east, so he set sail with his wife and a few of his older followers and was never seen again.
“Our story focuses on Deucalion and Pyrrha’s sons, Gordon and Justine, who were day and night in every possible way. Gordon, who had his father’s wisdom, was First Governor when Deucalion left. He wanted to coexist with the tribes, while Justine wanted to conquer them and restore the old empire.”
“Our world has many Justines,” said Sonny.
“So I heard from your grandfather,” said Marten. “Gordon’s wife was named Aurora. She is said to have been a mere wisp of a woman, but deceptively strong, vital, and enduring. Gem identifies with her. Gordon and Aurora had three children. Aton, the oldest, was twenty when the revolt came. He was killed in the Battle of Boundary Mountain. Their second child, Wind Maker, traveled north to the mountain of the Guardian and either perished there during the winter or was taken captive by a race of people called the Lemurs. Then, there was a third child, a daughter named Dahlia who was—”
Before Marten finished the sentence, somebody hammered on the door. “City Patrol, open up in there.”
Marten glanced at the front door, then grabbed Sonny by the arm and shoved him roughly toward the trap door. “Get down there and don’t come out no matter what happens.”
“Open the door or we’ll break it down,” a man shouted.
Sonny fumbled for the brass ring and finally got the trap door open. No sooner had he taken several steps down the ladder, than Marten closed the door over him. He sat at the top of the ladder and waited as heavy boots tromped across the floor, inches above his head.
“We’re looking for the woman named Gem,” one of the men demanded.
“She’s not here,” Marten said in a calmer voice than Sonny could have managed. “Is there a problem with the last broadcloth order?”
“We’re not here about your family’s shabby little textile business. We have questions for Gem. Do you think you can stop us from searching the house?”
“He’s too funny looking to fight like a man, Chief Grinder.”
“There’s nobody in back,” another man shouted.
“What do you want with my mother?” demanded Marten.
“A True Citizen informed the Perimeter Guard that Gem was seen last night in the forbidden zone,” said the chief.
“That cannot be,” replied Marten in a genuinely surprised tone. “She was here all evening repairing her tabletop loom. It’s in the next room, if you might wish to look at her handiwork.”
“Peasant looms don’t interest us,” Chief Grinder said. “Where is she?”
“She went to our shop to prepare an order for the next caravan.”
“I bet,” said another. “Make sure your pretty little mother keeps herself inside this cabin after curfew. She remembers the consequences—do you not agree?”
“Yes sir,” said Marten, respectfully.
“Know this,” roared the chief. “If we receive one more report, we’ll burn down this pig sty without asking questions. Then we’ll—hey, Caw, what’s that fancy word?”
“Interrogate,” said Caw, sloppily.
“Yes, that’s it, we’ll interrogate Gem,” said Grinder, and the sly boast in his voice made his meaning clear.
There was general laughter as the men filed out the door. Sonny heard the latch slide into place. When Marten opened the trap door, he looked pale, but the set of his mouth showed a fair resolve.
“You heard?” he asked bitterly.
Sonny climbed up through the trap door. “I heard.”
“Will you be leaving, then?”
“No.”
“So be it. I’ll consider the question closed.” He straightened the curtain in the doorway to the other room and made some order of the strewn pile of books on the shelf. “You have come at a time of unrest,” he said as he awkwardly lowered himself down into a cross-legged position on the floor near the fireplace. “Grinder believes there’ll be riots.”
“Is that likely?” asked Sonny.
“I doubt it. Thorin’s group thinks a general strike will weaken Justine’s lucrative trade agreements with the Western Nations. If the strike occurs, riots are more likely.” Marten took the remaining bread, tore it in half, and tossed Sonny one of the irregular-shaped pieces. “Lunch,” he said.
While Sonny didn’t mind the bread, a quarter-pound patty of ground beef and a liberal slathering of mustard would have improved it.
“This is good,” he said.
“I was thinking about Saren’s group,” he said. “Thirty of our best people, artisans mostly, were killed on the south road three days ago.” He was shaking his head as he spoke. “We grieve in various ways. Aton counsels patience. Sarabande sits alone in dark rooms. Tor and I design complicated plots. Rainbow urges us to storm the prison. Gem searches for a legendary child-goddess whom she believes will lead us to freedom. You have caught us on the edge of despair.”
“I know about both grief and despair,” said Sonny. “They tangle like badly-knotted rope and I cannot separate them in my thoughts, much less know where one begins and the other ends.”
“Yes,” said Marten, “I know.”
“That rope has trapped me twice, and there was nothing I could do about it but wait for it to fall away over time,” said Sonny.
How much did he want to say? He shoved the rounded heel of the bread into his mouth and winced slightly when the hard crust deeply scraped his tongue. Marten sighed and looked concerned, seemingly taking Sonny’s pained expression as evidence of deeper emotions.
“Your grandfather’s death was totally unexpected and you were unprepared?” he asked calmly.
“Totally,” said Sonny.
“You must talk to Aton,” said Marten. “His guidance helps me keep my sanity together. We talked for hours after Saren’s group was destroyed.”
“What happened?”
“They attacked a federal supply convoy. It was a trap, though. The wagons were full of soldiers. There’s a spy around.”
No wonder Cinnabar was jumpy.
“Charon?”
“We shall see. Now, though, we need to look to additional clothes. Gem put your otherworldly clothes”—he grinned as he said that—“in your knapsack. We have little cotton fabric here, much less your styles. Here, these are for you.”
A buckskin coat had been draped over the back of the chair at the head of the table. A pair of boots lay on the seat. Marten shoved the chair in Sonny’s direction with his foot.
“Not bad at all,” said Sonny.
“See if they fit,” said Marten. “Compliment Gem for the coat if you want her to smile. Say something nice to me about the boots and I’ll brew better coffee.” He leaned forward. “So?”
“Great boots, sturdy and well made,” said Sonny. He tried them on and they fit, a rare thing for him when it came to new boots. “Thanks.”
“I’ve worked them in, so there’s a right and left boot,” he said, clearly proud of his craftsmanship. “Don’t wear them in the house: I horseshoed the heel with a small metal plate to reduce wear and added hobnails to the sole for a better grip. Gem will kill you if she finds a scratched floor. It’s our standard light cowhide boot—soles and uppers held together with wood pegs, the rough side of the leather is on the outside, five pairs of eyelets for our best rawhide laces.”
“You sound like a salesman.”
“I am that.” Marten laughed. “I can’t compete with the boots you wore when you arrived, but we build shoes to last.”
“And, in return, I have something for you.”
“You don’t have to pay for them.”
“I know.”
Sonny hurried down the ladder into the cellar and extracted the trail map from his pack. When he re-emerged, Marten was shifting his weight from one foot to the other in anticipation.
“What’s that?”
“Unfold it,” he said.
Marten ran his fingers along the paper. “This paper!”
“To heck with the paper,” Sonny said, impatiently. “Open it up.”
Marten hurried over to the table and unfolded the map. When he saw what it was, he gasped so loudly he blushed with embarrassment. “Goodness. Where did you ever get such a perfect map?”
“It was Grandfather’s.”
Marten held it close to his face, turning it this way and that, as though following the twisting trails. Hesitantly, he pronounced the names of the mountains and rivers, names alien to his world. “Grinnell Point, Mt. Napi, Piegan Pass.” He looked up and smiled.
“Justine’s cartographers could never equal this.”
“Then it will be of help?”
“Certainly, certainly.” He shoved Sonny playfully. “It’s magnificent. No gift has ever been more welcome. I don’t know how to thank you for it.”
“Your reaction is good enough,” said Sonny.
“Except for the names, your landscape seems the same as ours. Wait, what’s this extra lake here?” He pointed to a lake east of the hotel.
“That’s a man-made lake,” said Sonny. “It’s part of an irrigation system. But look here where Pyrrha is; we have a smaller town in the same place.”
“Yes,” said Marten, “strange it should be that way.”
“There are probably connections that are less obvious,” said Sonny.
“There must be,” said Marten, absently.
He was lost in the map, mouthing the foreign words, walking trails with his fingertips, and remembering. “Yes,” he said, softly, “here it is, Apinákui-Pita.”
“Morning Eagle Falls,” said Sonny.
“We call it Lightning Falls,” said Marten. “Deucalion named it so. A holy man appeared to him in a dream and said, ‘Stand inside the storm and you will find nothing but the freedom of your dreams.’ The sky was black at noon, so the story goes, when lightning struck the rock, creating a tunnel. A thousand people walked through before time closed the portal and guarded it with a pillar of fire.”
“Robert Adams told me the secret of the pillar of fire. All the same, I did not like approaching it.”
“Fearful stories about the Nunnumbi have been passed down from generation to generation. Justine uses that fear to keep people away from that valley and the Mountain of the Guardian. I doubt that Justine knows that Aton scared off the Lightning Falls Guardian years ago.”
“Ah, so that is why that portal makes an easier trip from world to world.”
“Mmm, yes, if you know a little magic,” said Marten, half listening, scanning the map. “So, here it is.” He pointed to a peak on the plains’ edge. “The Guardian is called Nináistuko on your map.”
“My grandfather has climbed Nináistuko,” said Sonny. “In his book, he wrote of an easy west slope route and a difficult east face route.”
“Gem calls them the paths of dawn and twilight,” said Marten. “Your grandfather followed the path of dawn. On his last climb, he was wounded by Justine’s soldiers and we thought he died near Lake Gordon before he could reach your world through the portal.”
“He never told me,” said Sonny. “Robert Adams said the arrow that hit him in the shoulder was dipped in an herbal poison.”
“True,” said Marten. “Gem will speak to you of this. Justine’s men attacked him because they thought he was looking for a time portal. Actually, he was on a vision quest.”
Sonny thought of the note David Ward left inside Grandfather’s climbing book. He had referred to Nináistuko as the sacred mountain. Perhaps he, too, had been on a vision quest.
“There’s a tradition of vision quests among Native American nations, including those whose names appear on this map,” said Sonny.
His train of thought was derailed by a raucous commotion outside: people chattering, laughing, and yelling greetings between houses and wagons. The door banged open. Marten and Sonny jumped up, expecting another confrontation with the City Patrol.
Red hair dancing, Cinnabar floated into the room in a cloud of perfume, her blue dress whipped around her lithe body by the summer wind.
She stopped short when she saw their faces. “Did somebody die?”
“No,” said Marten. “We thought you were the City Patrol. Otherwise, we’re talking about myths and visions.”
“Uh huh,” she said, and slammed the door. She retrieved a stray apple from beneath the table and then plopped down cross-legged on the floor. “Marten, you shouldn’t fill Sonny Trout’s head with myths when reality is more urgent. Is nothing worthwhile happening this morning?”
“Sonny’s new name is Osprey.”
Cinnabar laughed. “Last night, I dreamed of a man named Osprey. We were in bed. He was tremendously naked and powerful.”
Sonny blushed before he could stop himself.
“He wasn’t blushing like you are now,” said Cinnabar, stretching so that her skirt rode up higher on her thighs.
“The City Patrol was here looking for Gem,” said Marten.
Cinnabar flung the half-eaten apple into the fireplace. “They raided Yarrow’s house this morning and took him away for questioning.”
“On what grounds?”
“Blast, Marten, they don’t need grounds. Sarabande said they think he’s printing unlicensed books, but I think they were looking for Aton. Aton’s too old for this, Marten.”
“I know, I know. Don’t glare at me like that. Nobody can control Aton. You know that because you have tried.”
Sonny tried to visualize what Yarrow looked like. “What will happen to Yarrow?”
Cinnabar looked at him as though she’d forgotten he was in the room. “If Yarrow can’t convince them he’s no more than an innocent printer, then he will die. Aton, too, if they find him.”
“By the Guardian,” said Marten. “We need Saren now. He had an attack plan and could have gotten Yarrow out of there.”
A strange look passed over Cinnabar’s face. “That won’t work,” she said. “Saran was a dreamer.”
“We’ll speak with Aton about this tonight,” he said.
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