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Prologue-Into the Place of Three Tombs
One hundred years ago, on a world unknown to Earth
“We won’t need any more torches.” The old enchanter gestured toward the sparkle of blue reflecting off the cavern walls ahead. “Stream light will serve to guide us now.”
Nortis bowed toward Lord Thaddis, then dropped the new torch he had just retrieved back into the moldy wooden chest by the wall. The partially spent torch in his other hand cast sporadic light along the rough stone passage, picking out seepage paths and ice-edged pools underfoot. Nortis checked the rope knotted about his arm and examined the bonds on their prisoner’s slender wrists. As she strained away from him, little puffs of vapor escaped from under her voluminous hood, marking her rapid breaths.
She murmured, “Please! You’re in peril! He isn’t--”
Nortis fumbled for his dagger in alarm. He hissed a furious, “Silence!” intending to add more, but the telltale quaver of the single word convinced him that was pointless. Could there be any action borne of more folly than threatening a sorcerer, even one bound?
“What did she say?” Thaddis was already several yards ahead of them, the enchanter’s bent silhouette defined more by the blue glow beyond than by the flickering torchlight.
“J-just ‘Please!’. And I think she started to threaten me. Or us.”
“Humph! She can’t harm us, Nortis. Trust me.” Lord Thaddis turned and resumed walking toward the glimmering Stream.
Nortis used his forearm to blot his sodden leather sweatband. Then, drawing a determined breath, he nodded and tugged the rope.
Why had he told the enchanter only some of her words? He shook his head. Everything was confused--not as it should be. Though he loved and revered his master, he yearned to be finished with this task. To return to their home in the northern forest, the enchanter in his study and he taking care of his master’s needs and his modest retreat.
In all his travels, he had never visited a prison chamber devised for sorcerers, nor had he ever had charge of a follower of Wenos Zex. How vulnerable and fragile the bound Neroli female appeared as she walked beside him. Who would think such malevolence could be spell-cloaked so thoroughly? Why did she keep up this pretense of innocence even now? What had she meant about ‘peril’? And the words, ‘He isn’t….’ Who isn’t? Lord Thaddis? He isn’t what? Would to Alphesis he had let her finish her words! Finish them and finish a spell of destruction as well?
No, not possible. Thaddis claimed she couldn’t harm them. As one of the Order sworn to defend the land from evil, he would know. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to take precautions.
Nortis thrust his left hand within the pocket of his woolen jerkin and gripped the silver amulet he had hidden there. With his fingers pressing the sacred seabird hard against his palm, he hurried toward the great Stream. The soft footfall of the Young One whispered beside him but Nortis counseled himself to refrain from looking towards her. If she spoke again, he simply wouldn’t listen.
As for her warning of peril, she knew where they were taking her and why. She very likely knew the names of the Zexian sorcerers she would be joining. Three prisoners inside and one to be added. Lord Thaddis would have to find the door between the two Streams and he would have to open it, however briefly. Could a prisoner get out as she entered? Would she try to help the others escape by distracting Lord Thaddis?
As the enchanter drew closer to the sparkling blue light of Alphesis’ Stream, he paused and lifted the five-sided wooden box he carried until he held it above his head.
Nortis drew a breath in anticipation of the chime-like language of blessed enchantment he had heard on a few precious occasions.
Thaddis glanced toward him. Then, muttering guttural words mixed with hisses and whistles, he tossed the box upward as if aiming it at the rough-chiseled ceiling. The box rose and then hovered in place.
Nortis shuddered at the hideous sounds coming from his master’s lips--sounds only Zexian sorcerers would speak. This was nothing like the language of enchantment. What had that Neroli sorceress done to him?
Like the slow unfolding of a nightmare, his master’s cloak darkened from enchanter blue to sorcerer dead black. Horror ripping through him, Nortis stared at the colorless cloak. This was no trick of the light, no shadow cast by Stream-light.
The prisoner struggled against the rope like a thrashing fish. Then voicing a cry of pain or despair, she squatted on the cavern floor and pressed her hands to her chest. With the hood over her bowed head, she looked like nothing more than a pile of quivering cloth.
He isn’t, she had said. How could she know more about his master than he did? Simple. She knew herself innocent, maybe guessed the real reason Thaddis wanted her. What was inside the box? Implements needed for a ritual?
Nortis collapsed against the icy wall for support. Loosed by his shaking fingers, the remaining torch clattered on the stone floor of the passageway. As the torchlight sputtered and died, Nortis saw Thaddis plainly for the first time. He had lied to himself even more thoroughly than Thaddis had lied to him. How could he have ignored the peculiar sounds behind locked doors, the scrolls whisked out of view when he entered the enchanter’s study--so many warning signs, so many hints about what his master had become? Too late now.
Thaddis, the sorcerer Thaddis, glanced back toward him and demanded, “Nortis! I told you to forget the torches. Bring the prisoner here. Quickly!”
At the brief glance, Nortis pressed himself even harder against the chill stone but Lord Thaddis was already facing the floating box and the Stream just beyond it. Lifting his hands again, the sorcerer spoke once more in Zexian chant, then thrust outward, palms forward. The waiting box ceased its hovering and obediently floated away from the bank out over the flowing Stream light. Muttering in approval, Thaddis nodded as the box proceeded on its slow journey toward the far bank of the Stream.
Nortis scrabbled at the wall for balance. Cold malevolence flowed past him--Lord Thaddis striding toward the prisoner in his keeping. His knees seeming to melt, Nortis collapsed onto the rough-chiseled stone. He barely felt the rope being loosed from about his arm.
“Get up!” Yanking on the rope of the whimpering prisoner, Thaddis called over his shoulder, “Come along, Nortis! Or I’ll give them two instead of one!” He drew away, this time accompanied by the soft patter of a second set of footfalls.
Nortis scrambled to his feet. His fingers and palm a solid fist about the amulet, he tottered toward the blue-green Stream ahead. Its light dazzled him, even though the brilliance was partially cloaked by the two figures standing between him and the bank.
Lord Thaddis had his hood pulled low over his eyes, as he had earlier that day, complaining of the sunset glare when they left the trees of Kolora behind and before they entered the cavern.
Nortis forced down the groan of guilt that throbbed in his throat. While he had wondered about his lord’s gesture, he had been more occupied watching for a threatening move from the prisoner. No. He just hadn’t chosen to admit what it all meant. After all, Lord Thaddis had been kind to him. For his own purposes, he reminded himself. He was daemagos.
He gripped the amulet so tight the sharp edges of the silver seabird wings cut into his palm and fingers. He had only one hope left. Not even daring to move his lips, Nortis voiced a silent cry for help to Alphesis.
He needed to do something, but what? How could he leave the Young One female a prisoner in the sorcerer’s hands? If she did nothing that required her imprisonment between the twin Streams, then Lord Thaddis must need her for a ritual. What kind--
Nortis’ thoughts stopped abruptly with his steps. He stood at the very edge of the Stream. Thaddis and the Young One were somewhere ahead, hidden beneath the flowing blend of water and light so vital that the ancients called it Living Water.
He started down the broad steps, his feet, his calves and then the lower part of his thighs caught in the fierce swirl and eddy of vibrant light. He grasped the crystalline blue link chain that crossed the Stream from bank steps to bank steps, and took a great breath. Then he stepped forward briskly, continuing down the steps until his head followed the rest of him into the glorious swirl.
He felt the touch of the water calm him, as he struggled towards the other bank of the Stream. His thoughts slowed their frantic scurry through his brain--slowed, clarified, focused. He didn’t have the strength to stop a sorcerer. Only an enchanter could challenge one of them. He might, possibly, be able to free the Young One female. Strategies for releasing her played out in his thoughts, and he knew with a crushing certainty that even that was beyond him. But he had to do something besides follow the daemagos meekly and watch him perform ...
“Watch and remember.”
The gentle voice seemed to come from the surrounding water, or from inside his head. Only the water swirling against Nortis’ nose and mouth prevented him from gasping. The chain was tilting upward, and his right foot found the first step of the submerged staircase leading up to the inner bank of the Stream. With an unconscious nod of awed acceptance, Nortis climbed up the steps and gasped a lungful of air.
The sorcerer and his prisoner stood several yards farther down the inner passageway. Nortis took a few steps away from the Stream’s bank, then felt himself stop. This time his failure to continue wasn’t due to fear. He knew himself to be in the right place. He stood. He listened.
Lit by occasional glimmers of Stream-light, Lord Thaddis faced the moisture-streaked left wall of the ancient passageway. No physical sign betrayed its presence, but the door to the sorcerers’ prison must be concealed there.
Thaddis was already talking, to the wall or to the somethings beyond or within it. “No, no one knows of my plans, or even that I’ve learned fragments of your Zexian spells. Just listen to me! I have researched it secretly for many years now, and I have brought all that is required.” Thaddis gestured to the small huddled shadow close beside him. “Even this. All I need is your assent to my conditions.” He held up one finger, like a teacher admonishing his pupil. “Confirmed by your oaths to your overlord, Wenos Zex, of course.”
Seeming to read acceptance in the answering silence, he continued, “I will set you free from your chamber if you will grant what I ask of you.”
“What do you ask of us?”
Nortis stifled a gasp at the sound of intertwined voices, the words spoken in the Elder speech but with inflections reminiscent of his master’s self-revealing incantation earlier. The sounds confirmed the location of the five-thousand-year-old prison for Rabada, Zabnar and their Sorcerer-King, Pazgar.
“I ... I ask only a small thing, in return for your freedom.”
Nortis frowned, divining a subtle tremor in Thaddis’ voice. Doubtless, the imprisoned sorcerers perceived it as well. Could they use Thaddis’ fear against him? If they did, what would become of him and the Neroli woman?
“I wish to be king of the Tethran Elders.”
Nortis guessed that Lord Thaddis added details to that astonishing pronouncement but sharp barbs of cruel triple laughter shattered his words. Nortis stayed still with great difficulty, gleaning just enough courage to do so from the memory of the voice he had heard within the Stream. He still clutched the amulet, all the while marveling that Thaddis managed to hold his ground so close to the fabled prison and its denizens.
“Go on.” A quiet male voice prompted, the con-descending softness edged with restrained scorn.
Two other voices prompted an echoed chant of, “Yes, please,” the mingled sounds more serpent-like than human.
“I will free you if you grant what I ask.” Lord Thaddis straightened and drew a great breath. Throwing back his hood, he spoke with renewed assurance. “Hear this! Permit the reigns of my children and grandchildren over all the Tethran Elders to be peaceful and undisturbed by your presence, and I will release you. My eldest is hid within Fiori even now, awaiting my signal that you have granted my request.”
“And you believe this son loyal? You believe he awaits your arrival?” Each syllable echoed the sadistic mockery of the prisoners’ earlier laughter.
Thaddis nodded. The passive response made Nortis wonder what his former master truly thought, to reveal his aspirations and be answered with such merriment.
For a few long minutes, the only sound was the swirl of the Stream. Thaddis waited, his eyes fixed forward, his hand twitching the rope of the bound Young One. Nortis considered leaving while he had the chance, only to feel the utter certainty that he had not yet borne witness to everything.
Still, at some point, he would have to try to make his escape with the information he alone could provide to the Sephan dynasty of Tethra. Neither Thaddis nor the prisoners would allow witnesses. Nortis shifted his feet nervously but the three sorcerers were speaking again, their blended voices echoing and interrupting each other.
“Your favored son, his daughter and her brother will have a hundred years only.”
“But--”
“Your grandson, Thalidor, will die an old man and a king. Even as the Tethran queen who sits upon the throne this moment, is old, having ruled many years.”
Thaddis shook his head but the softly vicious voices stopped any protest he meant to voice. “One hundred years, friend Thaddis. The Thorin dynasty takes power today, or not at all. Choose quickly!”
The sorcerer drew breath, and then nodded, expelling the air in a great sigh. “Accepted.” He gestured toward the wooden box, and its lid pivoted open. An iron candlestick and black candle floated out, followed by a knife fashioned from blood-red stone.
Nortis caught a muffled sob of horror from the bound Neroli. He took a half step in her direction with no clear idea what he intended to do.
The same gentle voice stopped him at once. “No, child! She is mine. Go quickly back through my Stream. Wait for me.”
Nortis hurried to obey, nearly slipping on the steps from the tug of the Stream-tide before he realized he had yet to grip the narthrous stone chain. He gasped a hurried lungful of air and plunged down the remaining steps, then hastened forward as swiftly as the tug of the Stream-tide would permit.
He scrambled up the far staircase and stumbled a step or two down the passageway, finally coming to a halt. His body bent forward with his palms pressed to his knees, he drew in air--and tried hard not to think of what was transpiring on the far side of the Stream.
Just as he was recovering, a shriek of agony swept from the Stream. He whirled in its direction, in time to see bright Stream-water froth across the bank toward him. Its blue-green hue was threaded with a dingy yellow, then sullen with the taint of long-dried blood. The screaming continued. It was coming from the midst of the Stream itself, and it was male, not the voice of the Young One. There were words in it, cries for help, half-muffled in the triple echo of taunting laughter.
One shriek of agonized betrayal rose even above the laughter. “What of your promise to make me king?”
Crazed laughter, cries of cruel triumph and taunting words vied with each other for dominance.
“You said that you wished to be king, yet did not ask us to make you king.”
“Only your children and grandchildren will rule Tethra.”
“That bargain will we keep.”
“No! How can this be? I’m not of the Shadow like you.”
“You were not when you entered here, but you are now. For you made common cause with us-”
“… and performed the rites of the Shadow before us.”
“Welcome, brother! One of us now, for a few moments.”
Black waters, tinged with iridescent red, swelled toward Nortis. He cried out and turned to flee before them down the passageway, only to stumble. A hand light as a feather touched his, steadying him ...
Nortis paused in his writing and held his left palm toward the dim lamplight. The seabird shape was etched into his palm and would remain so to the end of his days. He’d lost the necklace somehow when he had been touched. That didn’t matter now. His vision dimmed by tears, Nortis wrote the last few words on the scroll with an unsteady hand.
The soft patter of a light footfall warned him the messenger promised by his Neroli hosts was here. Swallowing at the familiar sound of the footsteps, he held back new tears. “She is mine,” the echoed memory of words whispered within him. Nortis sighed and nodded.
When the messenger entered the cabin, he turned toward him and murmured an apologetic “Almost finished.”
As he sealed the scroll tight, he reconsidered how best to keep it secret and safe on its journey to the Throne of Wisdom, far to the east. None of the shadow must learn of its existence. Rummaging through his few possessions in the small leather pouch by his cushion, he brought out his precious bits of the Book of Prophecy. Nortis sorted through them slowly. Which one?
Yes, of course. He wrapped the small fragment of the Ancient Writings tight about his account, then fastened it securely on all sides with the last remnants of the wax. One line of the writings shone softly in the dim light:
“From the meeting place of Wisdom, I come forth …”
Nortis whispered the next line of the prophecy: “From the place where goodness dwells serene.”
He handed the scroll and his instructions to the silent Young One, and watched him walk out the door as softly as he had entered. When the hundred years passed, who would read his account? Who would come to them? From where would they be sent?
Nortis pushed back strands of his straggling hair. How, in the last few hours, had it turned white? No matter. He had performed his part within the Obedience for good or ill. He drew a great breath of satisfaction and, focusing on the golden tongue of flame within the clay lamp, he began to speak to his divine overlord.
1-An Invitation
Earth: Just over one hundred years later
“... hear me? You’re turning into a lobster!” Her younger brother’s voice penetrated the birdsong and sweet-scented breeze of Cara’s dream. She opened her eyes a cautious slit, then closed them against the glare of the summer sun. Salt air and the stench of rancid popcorn oil assaulted her nose.
“I’m all right, Sandy. Leave me alone.”
“Wake up! You’ll be all blisters, and this is only the first sunny day.” This time her brother’s words were accompanied by a handful of damp sand on her arm.
Cara wanted to clunk him.
Beisha murmured from her other side, “Just get up.”
Cara scrambled to a sitting position. “Okay, okay, I’m up!” She glanced around. Beisha turned over with a violent twist of her blanket and looked to be asleep in the next instant. Sandy’s earphones were askew and he was shifting the wheel on his iPod. Farther down the row of towels and blankets, Sharon and Ben were getting up. Seeing Cara, Ben mimicked drinking as they started toward the boardwalk steps.
Shading her eyes with one hand, Cara pulled aside a swimsuit strap for comparison. Her exposed skin already glowed a lot pinker than she would care to be by nightfall, the curse of having auburn hair and the pale skin that went with it.
“Darn! You’re right.”
Her brother raised his eyebrows, removed his earphones and grinned. “Nice to hear you say I’m right about something.”
Cara grinned back and put down the Sun Stop. Her friends were probably listening to every word. Good one, Dad, insisting Sandy stay close when we’re on the beach. Just because of that stunt on the jetty.
“Stop fiddling with the pod and throw me my caftan.”
“Caftan? Oh, the cover-up. This thing makes you look like a pair of curtains on a rod.” Sandy tossed the caftan to her and dodged out of her grasp in one quick movement.
Slipping the folds of navy blue cotton over her head and past her sore shoulders, she struck a pose. “Well, I think it makes me look like a Bedouin. Got the sand. Just need camels--”
“More like his tent!” Sandy raced through towels and umbrellas down to the water, ready to do battle.
Cara rolled her eyes. Even Sandy was too old for this by now. She glanced toward her friends on the closest blankets. Safely dozing.
Hey, I’m supposed to be watching him. I can dunk him under at the same time. Cara started toward the water but wobbled to a halt, when three beach umbrellas sprouted tree branches, then leaves. Cool shade pooled around her, and a lavender leaf fluttered past. The nearest umbrella vibrated slightly. Rough coppery branches snaked from the canvas panels, put forth pale leaves then evaporated into nothing.
Cara turned to another tree just in time to see violet leaves blur then vanish, leaving only sun-faded blue canvas. She turned again. The whole grove of trees had vanished. Not one umbrella had so much as a twig on it.
A flock of birds squabbled behind her. Curious about their fussing, Cara glanced over her shoulder. Just one seagull crouched on the sand, pecking away with determination at a fragment of pizza crust. No birds flew by. People were laughing and talking. The surf pounded its eternal beat. Sandy’s earphones were vibrating to the rhythm of a track. She strained for the return of bird chatter, ready to pounce on its source this time. Nothing.
Not quite nothing. The trailing edge of her dream whispered of a chattering she had heard amidst the flowers and birdsong.
Cara ran her fingers through her hair, and took a deep breath. It might have worked if the air she inhaled had smelled of ocean brine, rather than a blend of garden and spice shop.
It’s okay! I’m still half-asleep. I got up too fast. I’ve had too much sun. Sunstroke. That’s it. Each explanation sounded weaker than the one before. One especially mischievous brain cell suggested she was still dreaming. She shook her head, dismissing that--or even weirder theories before they came to mind.
“Sunstroke. Must be sunstroke.”
She walked back to her beach towel and collected her share of the beach things, tumbling them together into the towel. Was that everything? Didn’t feel like everything. She glanced toward the water.
Sandy was trudging back, his challenging grin turned to disappointment. Dad’s decree wasn’t fair to him either. He needed to be hanging out with kids his own age. Showed how desperate he was, trying to drag her into one of their old games, only to have her bail on him.
Well, she couldn’t take chances. She’d been ill for the last month of school. Maybe she was getting sick again. Sunstroke, maybe, could do that. If she fainted on the beach, she’d be facing either a week shut up in their rented beach house or medical incarceration at the Children’s Center. Sandy would just have to be pissed.
Tomorrow, it’s cutoffs and a sweatshirt. I’ve got the whole summer--
“Hey! You leaving already?” her brother shouted as he passed the bunched umbrellas.
“Yeah, I guess I better get out of the sun.”
“I’m staying, okay?”
Cara stood back up, scraped wet sand off her sandals with her toes, and put them on. He knows the rule. Oh, whatever. She shrugged. “Stay here with the guys. Swim right in front of the lifeguard, and--”
“No jetty. Give me a break. You sound like dad.” Sandy flung himself on his towel.
“Okay, tenth grade, just don’t drown. I’d never hear the end of it.”
He’ll be just as safe without me. He’s wised up since then, and all I can do is stay alive when I’m in the water.
Sandals in place, sunglasses on and towel in hand, Cara stepped over to the other blankets. She tapped Rich’s foot with hers and grinned at the “Mmph?” response.
A moment later, the brown-haired young man opened his eyes. “What? Lunch? No, we had lunch. What?” His eyes drifted shut.
Before he could fall back to sleep, Cara said, “Me, leaving. Sunstr ... Sunburn. Eight tonight?”
Rich nodded, his eyes still closed. “Aunt’s coming down for dinner. Make it nine.” The last word blended into a yawn.
With a brief wave to her other friends, Cara started threading her way through blankets and towels toward the old wooden steps up to the boardwalk.
What was all that, really? Was it bits from my dreams? “In a world where dream-aliens invade, no one can predict when boardwalk steps will transform into a waterslide or a coral reef!” She clambered up the weathered and warped boards, slipped into any opening between people heading down, then jumped over the last step to the crowded boardwalk. Safe. Maybe.
Suppose it is sunstroke or something like it? Can I use it to ditch the shelter stuff tonight with Mom and Mrs. Renzetti? No, too theatrical, too made-up sounding. I had a dream, Mom! No. Hallucinations from sunstroke. Yack! Please take me to the hospital--I’m tired of hanging out. Just the sun. A dream won’t get me out of anything. Probably was a dream ...
She zigzagged between families and couples, bikers and a half-dozen girls squealing and laughing as they took turns trying on a huge floppy hat. Two seagulls swept past, both croaking like an arguing couple interrupting each other. She stopped under the awning of one of the shops before she noticed where she was.
Here I am again. I could find my way to this shop with my eyes closed.
The Spindrift Gift Shop specialized in silver jewelry. Spindrift pretended to be exclusive, but it didn’t have to pretend to be pricey. Even so, she and Beisha had been in and out of the shop a dozen times in the last three or four days while the weather had been bad.
She felt drawn to one case in particular, where a necklace with a frosty silver pendant like a soaring osprey glimmered. The first time she saw it, she put back the Ojibwa dream-catcher earrings she planned to buy. Then, she had seen the price of the necklace.
The shade from the awning intensified the slight breeze. Spindrift’s showcase window reflected everyone passing behind her, blocking any sign of the cases inside. Suppose the necklace had been sold? Better check.
The owner glanced up from the rear of the store, and then went back to examining some sheets attached to a clipboard. Good. Cara crept over to her display case. Wow, the necklace was huge. The distance between one wingtip and the other must be four, five inches. Cool how the chain was fastened to the wings. She leaned farther down and looked up through the glass shelf at the price on the tiny tag. Unchanged. The price wouldn’t be reduced until the Labor Day weekend sales. By then, either she’d be gone, or the necklace would be.
She hissed at it, “Why can’t you be ten, even five dollars less?”
Digging out her wallet from the towel hodge-podge, she looked inside--even though she already knew how much cash she had.
She still had her birthday money, plus a bit she’d accumulated before she became ill. It was enough. Barely. Now that she felt better, she could pick up the chores she used to do--assuming she could dodge enough volunteer work. Six to eight tonight was already shot. The emergency credit card her parents gave her beckoned. She pulled it out, stared at its pristine surface, and then rammed it behind her driver’s license. Seventeen year old gets three months house arrest at summer resort. Film at eleven.
If I’m careful, I’ll have enough for the necklace and I can still go to Cyber Palace a couple of times. Or, I could take a chance and not get it until the weekend. When Mrs. Robeson gets here, I can make some money baby-sitting and mowing her lawn. Then, there’s Mr. and Mrs. Scarpitti, and Dad owes me for washing the car yesterday, even if it rained last night. This would be so much easier if Mom had let me take the job at Pizza Mania. Midnight’s not that late! “Work some restaurant breakfast shift.” As if! Well, it isn’t like I have to go to the arcade every night. Gotta go tonight though, or Rich can’t ‘teach’ me Quark Brigade.
“Having another look at your seagull, sweetie?”
Cara looked up to find the man behind the counter opposite her. Sweetie. Yuck.
“It’s not a seagull,” Cara started to turn away, then stopped. “It’s one of those ...” Her words trailed off. Major disapproval had wrinkled Mr. Store Ogre’s face into a prune. She remembered the sign at the door: no food, bathers, baby carriages. If he didn’t like sand and damp towels, he should have opened his store in the city. On the verge of apologizing, Cara decided on a different approach. Best defense is a good offense, Dad says.
“That’s not sterling silver, is it? It’s too white and frosty.”
“Hm. No, the matte finish makes it look different. This is pure silver. Most jewelry is silver alloy. You understand that the price is ... commensurate with the quality?”
She flushed. Yes, she understood—he had seen through her ploy. Time to leave before becoming even more embarrassed.
The owner’s voice cut into her thoughts. “Over in this case, we have some other seagulls. The prices are quite reasonable.”
How dim bulb was he? It wasn’t a seagull. She opened her mouth and closed it. It wasn’t an osprey either but it was definitely some kind of seabird. She shrugged her answer. It wasn’t right for that necklace to remain in the hands of someone who didn’t recognize it for what it was--even though she couldn’t name it herself.
Cara took a deep breath and looked right at the owner. Before she had a chance to change her mind, she said, “No, thanks. I’ll take this one.”
Dropping the small bag and her almost empty wallet into her towel, Cara made her escape.
“That has got to be ...” Cara shook her head. Great! Now I own a necklace that goes with nothing, and I still don’t have a pair of dream catchers. Brilliant! Absolutely brilliant. Good thing Beisha is still back on the beach. She’ll never let me hear the end of this. All because some pompous old guy thinks it’s a seagull, and I think it’s a ...what?
Cara stopped and sat down on one of the rough, green-painted benches outside the frozen-yogurt shop. She had the strangest feeling she had forgotten something. She rummaged through her damp and gritty belongings. Her wallet, her magazine, an almost empty water bottle and her beach tag. She’d left the Sun Stop but Sandy would see it. The iPod was his baby.
Well, nothing seemed to be missing. She dumped the bottle in the trashcan, then pulled out the Spindrift bag. As she took the necklace out, the breeze returned bringing with it the fuss of birds. Or was it squirrels chattering? Squirrels at the beach? Not so much.
Seagulls this time for sure but she wasn’t going to look for them. She didn’t need to because that’s what they were.
She bent down and focused on the craftsmanship of the necklace. The silversmith had engraved it in such detail that every feather was distinct. An expression, an intelligence in the bird’s eyes made the face come alive. Not just intelligence. Joy. Perhaps joy at the freedom of flight?
The breeze grew stronger, chilling her burned skin. She put the necklace away. The breeze died. The chattering stopped too. Hot sun beat on her arms, reminding her of one reason she left the beach early. What had she been imagining the last few minutes?
One spot on her left foot stung like a bee sting. She probed it absently for a splinter and muttered, “Yeah, right. Umbrella trees. I’m going loony-tunes from the sun.”
Cara swept everything off the bench back into the towel then continued her walk toward the beach house.
The battered yellow screen door swung open with its usual squeak. Cara heard her mother and Mrs. Renzetti talking in the living room down the hall.
Over the squeak-groan of the old printer, her mom called, “Cara, Sandy, is that you?”
“Just me, Mom. Sandy’ll be out a while longer.”
“Put your swimsuit and towel into the washer and start it. The drip-dry is loaded. Don’t leave sand in the shower stall and don’t track any in here.”
Cara mimicked every word of her mother’s to herself as she started the washer and rummaged for shampoo. She barely suppressed a giggle.
She made the shower as cool as possible and used lotion afterward, but the damage was done. She whistled as she looked at her red face in the mirror, then hurried into old jeans. Time to get a lemonade before the washer stopped.
Sandy came in just as she finished taking her load from the dryer.
“Sandy, is that you?” Mom called. “I need you to start the dark wash. When you’re finished, I have some things I need you and Cara to help me with.”
Cara grabbed the basket and ran up the steps with it, repeating her mother’s litany about sand under her breath. What did Mom want them to do now? Probably load the car for the shelter, make calls for volunteers at the Children’s Center, or something equally lame. Some vacation this was, the way things were going. This was the big one, too. Last summer before she graduated from high school. She raced from room to room, leaving deposits of clothing in each, stopping last in her own room.
She dropped the basket on the floor and snatched up the bag from the nightstand. Something felt odd about this necklace but she couldn’t figure out what. She fastened it on and studied it in her hand mirror. It looked all wrong with her shrieking-orange shirt. Just as she’d figured. Too fancy for her kind of clothes.
Maybe with the caftan. Why, haven’t you heard? Well, my dear, dark navy is the new black. This season, formals will have high necklines in front and plunging backs.
Cara picked up the newly laundered caftan and put it on. She fished around between the caftan and the shirt collar, and pulled the necklace out on top.
As she glanced into her hand mirror, everything around her faded then refocused.
A wave of nausea caught in her throat, then dissolved. A breeze puffed cool on her skin and stirred her hair. With it came the scent of foliage and the sound of chattering or chirping.
Cara nearly dropped the mirror. She stood in a parkland of widely spaced trees and blooming shrubbery, the leaves impossible colors of purple-blue, copper and misty green.
2-Not Kansas
Cara gasped and spun to look behind her--just more trees and plants. Was that Sandy’s voice? She peered beyond a tree toward the frail whisper of sound and tried to shriek, “Sandy! Mom!” but just a croak came out. The fragile thread of sound snapped as if a window had just closed. Breeze-churned leaves rustled. Birdcalls poured after them into the brief silence. Something chortled and hissed like a laughing snake. A yard-long animal bright with ginger fur lumbered under the lower branches of clustered limeade shrubs. Shadow, light, twisting branches and the brief flight of a parrot-bright bird knit themselves into a solid tapestry, obliterating any sign of her room. Spicy scents slid past, and then a tangy puff as the breeze shifted direction. The closest shrubs had fluttering round leaves resembling the ones on a eucalyptus--if an iridescent lavender variety existed.
Did any of this actually exist? She started to put down the hand mirror but changed her mind and thrust its handle into her back jeans pocket. S’long as this stuff’s not like poison ivy. Her fingers brushed against the cool dampness of the leaves. The scent in the air grew sweeter but even more alien. All her senses had turned traitor. Cara wiped her pollen-dusted palms together, then rubbed them against the front of her caftan. The plants were real enough. Cara muttered, “Better than the alternative,” envisioning how she would have felt if her hand had passed right through the leaves.
“Is anybody there?” Her voice trembled like a child’s in an empty house. Judging from the varied sounds, the tiny movements amongst rustling leaves, this place was far from empty. Someone might be listening--and suddenly she wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
Cool grass tickled her toes between the sandal straps. She glanced at the ground as she shifted her feet over the spongy surface. The carpet-soft groundcover resembled mint-green dandelions more than grass, the feathery flowers violet rather than yellow. Variations between flowers, leaf imperfections and tiny insects hovering close to the stems proclaimed every plant real--while whispering that it was also a fragment of a painting created by a colorblind master artist. Leaves couldn’t be violet. Violet flowers? Only in dreams. Nightmares.
Get a grip. Violets are violet. Didn’t I see actual violet leaves on a plant even before those umbrella trees? When? Where? She glanced around but the only violet leaves were on the more curvy-branched trees. A puff of air brought a lemony tang with it, and her mouth watered. She shook her head. Violet leaves. Where had she seen …
Yes. She conjured up a half-remembered image--three tiny purple ferns, delicate as downy feathers, curled up from damp rich earth. A hawk-like shadow swooped past and then a huge greenish-gray mass hurtled down, obliterating them. All parts of the jumbled nightmare she had on the beach that morning. When she woke up from it, Rich had teased her about being spooked by the lifeguard’s whistle.
Cara tried to suppress her memories of the rest of the dream but they seeped in--the screaming of the crushed plants, blood trickling from under the claws of a reptilian foot, the blood leaking into the cracks of the dead earth.
A chill slid down her back like the tracing of an icy finger. She jumped and looked behind her but saw no one. She didn’t like this feathery dandelion stuff! She wished she didn’t have to walk on it.
Sudden quiet surrounded her like cotton batting. A shadow slid across the ground. Something black as a macadam road flitted out of sight over the highest tree leaves. A raven maybe, but with a freaky long tail.
Fragments of periwinkle sky between the snake-curving tree branches suggested an approaching storm but only wisps of pale pink clouds attended the full sun. A sunset sky might play with such colors low on the horizon. Not at noon. The sun must be lying--no way was it noon. They’d had lunch hours ago.
The grunts and cries of animals or birds returned. An industrious plant gifted the air with a spicy fragrance. She caught a tiny movement toward her sandaled feet and jumped aside as something long and very thin slithered between the pale leaves.
Birds burst into a bright chorus behind her. Cara turned to see a group of teenagers slipping into view. She backed up into tall willowy shrubs, her gaze locked on the group as more appeared from behind distant trunks and between stands of shrubs like her own. They chattered for all the world like birds greeting a new day. Uniformly slender, they wore either ankle-length dresses or trousers with tunic-length tops.
Everyone was moving about rapidly but no one got in anyone’s way. Pairs and threesomes would dart away from the others, then rush back. Was it some kind of game? Maybe a friendly contest between teams? If they were playing a game, it had no rules beyond hurrying away from the main group and hurrying back to it.
Cara crouched lower in the shrubs and hoped to avoid notice. I called out to anyone who might be listening but I expected like one or two people, not some classroom fieldtrip. I need to pull myself together before I let them see me. They’re not looking for me anyway. Either they didn’t hear me or they didn’t understand what I said. How could they? They speak Chirp or something.
She looked for hidden wings and felt foolish for doing so. Still, with this sky and these trees, anything could look like anything. Well, if anyone had wings they didn’t show. She refocused on what they were doing. When the closest pairs came back to some of the others, they carried brown stuff or else the more brightly colored leaves heaped on their crossed arms. They handed some of their finds to those bearing woven bags and helped them store each new addition with its kin. Foraging. The word sprang from an old lesson and made itself at home amidst the group. Foraging appeared harder and more fun that it had on a textbook page. One pair of bag-keepers traded places with their partners to take a turn in the search. Hard to believe they could be working so hard, yet sound so cheerful.
The first of the foragers walked past her hiding place. Up close, very few of them appeared to be teenagers. Many were clearly older, a few gave an impression of great age--wrinkles clustered about their eyes, and wide fans of laugh-lines crept into their hair. The lower portions of their faces were smooth and free of the looser skin of the aged. No one had grey or white hair.
Cool. Add sunglasses and always young looking. If you’re careful, nobody knows how old you are but you get to travel all over and see and do things. I guess, back home, people might freak if they found out, like if … Like vampires. Okay, they’re not vampires. They must eat that stuff they’re collecting.
Most of the slender foragers had passed. As they moved into the larger trees, those in the lead began disappearing behind the knotted trunks.
Teeth clenched on a cry, Cara scrambled from her bit of cover. She didn’t know these people, but then who would she know here? Maybe some of them spoke English. Maybe they could help her find her way home. No way was she going to be left alone.
Arched stalks shattered softly and chaff spun through the air, littering her clothes and stinging her face. She pressed her fingers against her nose to hold in a sneeze, and ran. After only a few steps, she felt something fall. Swearing in frustration, she stopped and turned back. The mirror. She scooped it up, sneezed twice and took off again.
Two of the people turned at her approach--one a small-boned, honey-tan male with black hair and the other a tall but slender female with pale gold skin. The rest of the foragers stopped and looked back. The man wore a light blue tunic and darker trousers. The woman wore a long-sleeved pale yellow dress. Her braided light brown hair crowned the top of her head rather like a coronet. Neither one of them looked surprised or afraid. Bet they spotted me when they went by. I wonder why they didn’t speak.
At a chirped signal from the woman, the others gathered closer together and stared at Cara, their heads tilted to one side in a manner suggestive of curiosity. She stopped at once, daunted by so many eyes focused on her alone.
Someone spoke. From the rising inflection in the tone, Cara suspected she had just been asked a question, but its meaning trembled beyond her reach. Cara took a tentative step nearer to the pair. The man’s voice sounded gentle, and neither person appeared dangerous.
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand your language. Does anyone here speak English?” She searched through her first year French and added without hope, “... l’Anglais?”
Several voices emerged at this. No one spoke to her but, from the gestures and glances, they were discussing her. Pairs whispered to each other, their eyes gliding in her direction, then away.
The woman in yellow gave a signal that silenced all except the man in blue. He asked the woman a question. She nodded, and he turned and walked toward Cara. She wanted to run into the woods, but forced herself to hold still. If she ran, where would she go? He stopped less than a yard away from her, close enough for Cara to see every creased fold of skin around his blue eyes as if all the wrinkles from his face had gathered there. He spoke again and he reached out with one extraordinarily long and slender hand. Almost bird-like, Cara thought. All their hands were far too narrow and long-fingered. A shiver of wonder mingled with a shudder of horror.
Cara tried to flinch away from his approaching fingers but he moved too fast. His deft, warm hand rested on her forehead. He repeated, “Hapfe yoon bane enshaflec?”
“I don’t know what you’re ch-chirp.” she began.
The man smiled. He touched his palms to her temples. She pulled back but his strong fingers closed against her head like a velveted vise. He closed his eyes, murmured fleetingly, and then stepped away.
Cara felt her blood tickle and throb and then the warmth of a flushed face. The subtle itching from the chaff litter stopped and her eyes stopped watering. Everything around her grew clearer and more distinct as if a nearly transparent wisp of cloth slid to the ground. Her heart and breath paused, then shifted to a faster tempo to make up the lost time.
How could her sight be indistinct one minute and clear the next? It wasn’t like the man had offered her contacts. What had he done to her with a mere touch and a few words? Why had her blood tingled?
“Have you been enchanted?”
“Have I been ... Wait! What did you do to me?”
The man smiled and answered in gentle tones, “We needed to speak the same language.” He added patiently as if he spoke to a child, “We now do. So, tell me. Have you been enchanted?”
“Just now? I guess it depends on what you call what you were doing.” One thing to pretend pulling a quarter from someone’s ear, but grabbing a stranger’s head?
The man glanced at his companion, bewilderment vying with amusement on his face. She shrugged and nodded sideways toward Cara. He stifled a sigh as he turned back to her.
“No. Were you enchanted earlier? Before we met?”
He looks serious. Maybe he’s nuts.
“Actual magic?” Cara managed a shaky laugh. “No, I wasn’t ‘cause I couldn’t have been. Whatever’s been happening, it’s more likely ...” She stopped. More likely what?
I wonder if he had something on his palms. She wiped the sides of her head with her fingers. Bad as the pollen. I’m probably just spreading it. Next thing you know, I’ll have purple spots.
The woman spoke to Cara for the first time. “You speak not as the Peralike, the Elders, speak yet you look to be one of them. What you see is real, Outworlder. I assure you of it. Under the Obedience, an enchanter might send you elsewhere if you wish it. Or, if he be a sorcerer …”
The woman stopped. Turning, she stared about her in evident alarm, and then made a gesture. Two of her companions walked toward the closest trees to stare up into the flower-sprinkled branches. Then they shifted to other trees and repeated their scrutiny.
Cara could only manage to say, “Oh.” What are these two on? And what are those other guys looking for?
“Answer me. You look like one of the Pera but are not, nor are you of the Young. Therefore, you are an Outworlder. How came you here dressed as the Great Ones of the Elders are wont to dress?”
“I … don’t know?” Anxiety and frustration churned together within her, and then words rushed out. “I don’t know what’s going on but maybe there’s been a mistake? I’m not elder or young or great. Honest, I’m not supposed to be here and I need to go back home. Your friend here, the magician? He grabbed the wrong person.
“Oh, not to be rude but where I come from you don’t grab people’s heads and mess with …” She stopped, feeling her eyes grow moist. She would not start crying in front of these strangers. “Sorry! I’m sorry. Could you, please, just tell me where I am and how I can get home from here?”
The man answered, “I ask forgiveness. I did not know touch offends you but we needed to speak the same language. As to the rest, the sneeze-feathers would have made it even more difficult for you to see if I had waited.”
The woman offered her a gracious smile. “We hear your words, Outworlder. We can well guess your confusion, but there can have been no mistakes. An Outworlder would not visit us without a great purpose. For many days now, hints of such a reason have whispered upon our every side. Peril approaches us, some say on ancient feet.”
Cara started to ask a question but the woman gestured, and she subsided. Better to wait until the woman finished, and then ask again about home.
“This place is the Westgarth of Melwood and we are the people known as the Neroli, or the Young Ones. I greet you for all and, on behalf of all Narenta, I thank you for coming to us.”
Cara forced a smile. Courtesy urged her to respond with “You’re welcome” but she hadn’t done anything. She ran through the fast-fading words--Westgarth was a place and Neh-roll were people. Maybe. Which was Narenta and why was it, were they, grateful?
“Hi. Nice place you’ve got here.” Cara bit her lip and wished she could as easily take back the words.
The woman smiled. “As to how you may return-”
Someone from the waiting group gave a cry of horror. The man in blue grasped Cara by the shoulders and shoved her toward the closest tree. Over his shoulder, she glimpsed the others looking up, saw the streak of a tiny object falling, and heard a plop--too loud in the surrounding silence.
One woman cried aloud in a voice filled with hysteria. Their leader pushed through the group and clasped the woman to her but her gaze was directed to something on the ground. As soon as the man released her, Cara slipped around him and ran to the others. She heard his footsteps behind her, and a second later heard birds chirping. She couldn’t remember noticing when they stopped.
A small dark red object lay amongst spattered leaves—the remains of a bird that looked like it had been ripped almost in two lengthwise. Behind her, she heard one muttered word. “Noika.”
The leader stepped back from the distraught woman. She glanced up, and then gestured to the others. “Away from this clearing.”
“Why?” Cara sputtered the word in confusion. “I mean that was nasty, her getting hit with some prey a hawk lost-”
“Not prey. A warning or, hopefully, more a taunt.” The leader’s tone brooked no interruption or disagreement. She beckoned them to follow the rest of the group as they hurried toward the shade under close-clumped trees.
Seeming to regain her composure, she continued as though the incident hadn’t happened. “As to how you may return to your home, first we must know if you are to return so swiftly. This I doubt, since you have only just arrived, and the noika confirms my words. We must learn the manner in which you came at once! If someone forced you here with sorcery, you are in peril. We all are.”
“Okay.” How do I answer that? “I don’t know how I got here. It just suddenly happened.” Cara tried to keep her tone level but it wouldn’t cooperate. “Like I said, this must’ve been an accident.”
The woman sighed and shook her head. “I know little of this but I doubt it an accident, since such comings and goings require much planning. I doubt also a sorcerer is involved.” She offered a chagrined smile. “Or perhaps I merely hope not. By the very fact that you are an Outworlder, I hold that Alphesis meant for you to come or you would not be here. Perhaps your strange voyage has caused you to forget. We will speak more of this later.” She turned away.
“Wait! There’s people expecting me.” Cara grabbed for the woman’s arm. “They’ll be wondering where I got to.”
The woman lifted Cara’s hand from her arm with gentle fingers. She said nothing.
Cara understood the response as refusal but near panic made her push anyway. “Look, I don’t want to cause any trouble. Just promise you’ll send me home later, once you’ve talked to this Alfis person.”
“Assuredly! If it is Alphesis’ will!” The woman’s voice kept its soft tone but steel lurked under the surface. “Remember, we also have been waiting.” Then she turned away and the small band began moving.
Many curious glances slid over Cara, so she suspected some of the quiet conversations must be about her. She didn’t want to walk near the woman with whom she had spoken. Somehow, she had made her angry, and the woman’s body language betrayed tension even when she called instructions or helped others stow their treasures.
She decided it safer to walk with the man who had touched her as long as he didn’t try to again. She fell into stride beside him. “Gotcha! How come you can speak my language now but you acted like you couldn’t earlier?”
He smiled, his bright blue eyes twinkling. “You are mistaken. We do not speak your language. You speak ours.”
“I … Oh.” I don’t. I’m not. I mean I couldn’t be. What have they done? What is going on here? I need to wake up! I’ve got to make this stop!
They walked some distance without speaking, through a wood that looked and felt and smelled like Spring personified. Candy-sweet scents mingled with green-onion-like odors. These, Cara traced to the plants and trees around her. An elusive nutmeg scent enveloped the foragers themselves.
In the branches overhead, birds called in clicks and whistles but none did so with the right sound. The too-intense clear sky maintained its strange darkness, warning of an approaching storm each time she glanced up. She stopped looking up.
Cara enjoyed a good hike but as time went by, she began to think their walk would be endless. The longer they kept walking, the more time before they sent her home. She considered doing the kid thing and asking where they were going and when they would arrive.
Before she could speak, a young man or boy sprang down from a tree. He carried a bow and had a quiver of arrows strapped over his slender shoulder. No one else had a bow or any other weapon. Bow and arrows--must be a pretty primitive culture.
The Young One walked to the leader and saluted her with his right palm to his breast. With a glance toward Cara, she drew him away and asked a quiet question.
Was he the one they were looking for earlier? Cara turned to the man in the blue tunic. “Why’s he got a weapon? Is he hunting?”
Her companion paused a moment as if to digest and analyze a strange fact. “He is one of our border guards. The weapon is called a bow and is a gift to us from the Peralike.” He half-smiled. “We have little need of such weapons. We do not hunt.”
Cara caught a touch of distaste on his face before the twinkle in his eyes returned.
“We do not need such things to guard us from the Daetaga--the daemagos and their following--but it pleases the Elders to have us carry them. They worry overmuch.” The wry smile on the man’s face faded. “Or so we hope.”
A few feet away, the hushed conversation between guard and leader ended. A frown wrinkling her smooth forehead, the leader watched as the guard climbed his tree and disappeared into its deep violet foliage. Then she signaled for the march to resume.
Which shadow concealed the guard? Cara studied the tree but saw no sign of him. She considered moving closer but then the leader spoke to her.
“A strange question from one strange to our lands, who herself goes armed.”
“I’m not armed!” Cara protested. She heard me ask that? How?
“No?”
Cara’s eyes followed the woman’s gaze to the hand mirror she had carried all this time, often tucked under her arm or in her back pocket but sometimes held in her hand like now.
The fear lurking in the woman’s eyes made Cara gulp down a hysterical laugh before it escaped. A little more and I’ll get hiccups from being polite. Haven’t these people ever seen a mirror? Besides it’s in my hand, why would she think it’s a weapon? These guys act awfully jumpy. Did something nasty happen recently?
Details from her dream nudged at her but she shoved them away. She couldn’t handle that right now. “It’s just a mirror, not a weapon.”
“What is this marrow, if not a weapon?”
“Mirror. You use it to look at yourself.”
“To look. May I examine it?” The tremor in the woman’s voice belied her air of placid authority.
“Of course.” Cara held it handle-first toward the leader. As the woman grasped it gingerly, she couldn’t resist adding, “Just don’t release the safety catch.”
“What?” The leader studied her solemnly. “Do not release what?”
“Uh, nothing. Just a joke.” Cara squirmed under the woman’s scrutiny. “I guess it wasn’t funny.”
“What do I do with it?”
“You look in it--into the shiny part.”
The woman raised it and could not suppress a start. Then scorn replaced the hint of surprise. “Humph! A toy.” Turning the mirror over twice, she shook her head and returned it.
As she walked away, Cara sought out her walking companion. “I think I’ve insulted her. What’s Fearless Leader’s name anyway? Oh, what’s yours? Sorry.”
A wary look sprang to the man’s face. He stepped back.
Now what? I’m trying to be polite here. “What’s wrong?”
“You are indeed odd. You carry a weapon which is not a weapon, and ask names yet give none yourself.” He cocked his head to one side in an inquiring gesture.
Cara blurted, “Oh. I’m Cara, Cara Marshall.”
“Caracara Marshall?”
“No, just one Cara. My name is Cara Marshall.”
“Cara Marshall, some call me Abdis and others Blephis.”
“You have two names?”
“As do you.”
“Yeah, but is one your real name and the other your nickname? Or, like us, is one way proper? Like Mr. Abdis Blephis? Or, are you actually Blephis Abdis?”
The man stared at her as though she had grown an extra head. “Cara Marshall, one does not learn that just by asking from either we Neroli or the Peralike. The Chosen, of course, are a different matter.”
Of course. Cara mentally threw up her hands in surrender. Ask a simple question. All she could do was return his stare.
“I sense that the names you gave me are your own true name. I am pleased you trust me but, even in the Wood of the Young, it is dangerous to share such knowledge. It is truly perilous for an Outworlder to do so since daemagos may seek to harm you.”
Daemagos? Who’s that?
With a nervous glance toward the others, he murmured, “Your arrival confirms my own fears. Your words provide a timely warning to cleave to the old ways. To be prudent.”
Cara grappled for some hidden logic to his words. “So you’re saying if Daemagos knows your name or mine, that gives him some kind of power. That right?”
“They. Certainly. This not so in your own land?”
“Well, there’s identity theft.” She winced at Abdis’ stricken expression. Good job, Cara. Can you say, not helping? “Maybe for us it’s an old superstition?”
“Here, that is not so. Do not speak your name in front of others, however gracious they appear to be. Daemagos may wear the seeming of the Pera, even the seeming of one of their enchanters.” He studied Cara’s face, and frowned. “You must remember this! But to answer the rest of your question, the lady may be called Clepta.”
“And she’s your leader?”
“Of course. You are most perceptive--she is indeed fearless. Lady Clepta is the Ancient for she is the eldest and therefore the wisest amongst us.”
“That isn’t always the same with us.”
“Why not?” Abdis blinked in surprise. “The most wise shall be he who is most experienced in the ways of the tribe. Wisdom is strongest when steeped over many years, and the best guide is he who has been down the path the greatest number of times. Is this not so?”
Cara hesitated. She hadn’t expected her comment to be taken so seriously. “I guess I never looked at it that way. Anyway, are you Clepta’s son? I mean, you’re walking with her.” Husband, clueless!
“You are upset. Why? Because you sense I am older than you thought?”
Cara shrugged. His intuitive guess reminded her of her mom, and not in a good way.
“We are from different houses. I walk with her because I am the second eldest here. It is my duty to learn all I can for the time when I shall be eldest. I have answered your questions. You must allow me a question. Why do you carry the marrow toy? You said to look at yourself but surely you know who you are without it?”
“Of course I do,” Cara snapped. “Look, I’m sorry about the attitude! This is …” She waved a hand by way of apology. “Anyway, we use it to look at our clothes after dressing, too.”
Abdis frowned, and then shook his head. “You can look upon your clothes before dressing and see the manner in which they are made and whether the color pleases you.” He stretched out a slender hand to touch his sleeve. “Even once clothed, I know that I wear a blue tunic made of flaxenhead wool. While I cannot see it, I remember that the neck opening of this tunic is embroidered with the pattern of teintree leaves. What more could the marrow tell me?”
“Mirror. It’s like this. Just before I came ...” Cara hesitated. “Here. Melwood, right? Anyway, I wanted to see if my necklace went with this caftan so I picked up the mirror. But just like that …” That’s when it happened. The second I had it in my hand.
“Why did you stop speaking? Please hurry forward as you explain. It is best we not stray.”
Most of the group had disappeared into the undergrowth ahead. Cara broke into a weary jog trot. These guys keep up a fast pace. Don’t they ever stop? Today has gone on forever. Bet it’s jet lag. Earlier in the day here than at home when they ... world-napped me.
Abdis was waiting for an answer.
“Oh, I stopped because I was trying to figure things out. Maybe wearing the necklace and the caftan together brought me here? Or them, plus the mirror. Bizarro, I know, but this world is pretty …” She shut her mouth on what was heading toward another insult.
The normal twinkle in Abdis’ eyes changed to intense curiosity. “Tell me more of what happened before you left.”
Cara told him all she could remember. The more she spoke, the more the conviction grew that the necklace had played a role. She had held the mirror before. The necklace was new.
“I think it’s the necklace! If I take it off, I bet I’ll find myself at home!” Cara reached back and groped for the catch.
“Cara, do not do it! I doubt it would work but it would be dangerous to try. It is not wisdom for such as you to remove yourself from the protection of the Seabird. Wear it, guard it, as long as you are here. It came to you for a reason.”
Cara dropped her hand. She had grown used to his twinkling eyes and good humor, but she saw no hint of them now. “Such as me? What am I?” she stammered.
“As you are? Defenseless.”
“I’m what? Anyway, I give.”
“This is well, little daughter.”
Cara started at the sound of Clepta’s voice. Where did she come from? She was talking with another tree guard a second ago.
“Here we will camp for the night. I wish you to repeat the tale of your arrival for others, that we may best decide what is to be done.”
Clepta’s forceful tone softened. “In exchange, we will tell you many things about this world, things that you will find valuable to know for your safety while you are here.”
She smiled in a manner much like Abdis, and fanned her fingers. “Come.”
Safety? That’s reassuring. Glad I’m out of here soon as they catch on to their mistake.
3-Battling Priorities
Ahead, the maze of trees and shrubs scattered and withdrew to circle a field of short turf and rock. Patches of warm light from the setting sun ventured across the foragers in the lead. Sunset gleams played amongst the highest branches on the far side of the clearing. The shadows of evening gathered amidst the smoke of new fires, nearly obscuring dozens of Young Ones. Their murmured voices rose into shouts of welcome as the first foragers joined them.
Cara and Abdis joined the smoky kaleidoscope of work and welcome last. A breeze drifted out of the circle to greet them, laden with strange scents and twilight chill. Cara shivered in spite of the caftan layered over her jeans and shirt.
Abdis touched her arm and pointed to one group indistinguishable from the rest. “Those are members of my house. Others remain at our fastness in Melwood Keep or in other dwellings. The fastness is a day’s gathering east but we will not be going there yet. We will make you welcome at our fire.” Shifting the strap of his bag on his shoulder, he nodded for her to follow.
They worked their way between groups gathered at each fire. Everywhere, family members were retrieving selections from the foragers’ bags or bringing wood or kettles of water back to their fires. Crude pots hung over flames built within the blackened stones of several fire pits. A few fires boasted skewers laden with bits of green and hunks of yellowish-orange. A Neroli squatted at each end of these, watching and turning them with care. New scents of cooking food wafted past them in the smoke, the interlaced smells reminiscent of vendors at a fair.
Two laden Young Ones emerged from what appeared to be a dense thicket. The second one turned and pushed on the branches of one bush. It pivoted, unmasking a cabin of bound underbrush built within the bushes. Cara turned away from the camouflaged hut to discover Abdis was standing a few yards away from her amidst several Neroli. She scrambled to catch up.
He pointed to someone and said a name as she ran up beside him, and she suspected he thought he was already talking to her. Everyone had Abdis’ black hair and honey brown skin. She tried to focus on the remnants of his introductions as she was offered a shower of names followed by nods of greeting. Intense, almost electric blue eyes stared at her with a blend of awe and unabashed curiosity. Her own blue eyes must look nearly colorless to them.
“Hi. Hello! Thank you!” Over and over until Abdis ran out of introductions. The names all sounded alike and the faces echoed an eerie similarity.
Cara blinked and caught herself tipping sideways. Talk about asleep on your feet. She glanced about sheepishly. Either no one had noticed or they were too polite to laugh.
Abdis’ relatives drifted back to their duties. Abdis himself squatted by a steaming pan at the fire, fishing bits and pieces out of his bag and tossing them in. She stood where they had left her and felt her eyes drift shut. This wouldn’t do! She needed to focus on something.
She turned. The scattered Neroli slipped in and out of view in the play of orange flames and smoke-blurred dusk. Some glanced at her, their expressions betraying curiosity and excitement. A few … Somebody was scowling. She studied those in the closest group but no one was looking at her now.
Who would be scowling? I’m tired but I didn’t dream that. I get why Clepta might frown but not some stranger.
A slender girl jumped up from thrusting small branches into the fire, and waved at her. Abdis called the one walking toward her Dulcima--one of only two or three names she hoped she had caught accurately. Cara stifled a yawn. She remembered her because Abdis called her his great-great-grandchild. Conceded, she had an authentic child-like expression in her eyes but four generations just wasn’t possible.
The young Neroli smiled and held out her hand. “Come. You are tired and likely confused. Come sit with me.” She drew her to a muddle of woven mats on the far side the fire.
Cara collapsed onto a random mat. Sitting. Sitting is wonderful. Nearly forgot what it felt like. She stuffed her hands into her jean pockets for warmth, but her right knuckles encountered unexpected resistance. She pulled out the culprit, a rolled-up paper with a bright sticker.
Dulcima stopped talking and leaned forward. Cara tilted the paper cylinder toward the fire and giggled. It’s a postage stamp! Lisa’s letter? I scooped that up and shoved it in my pocket. How did it get rolled up?
“My letter from Lisa. I don’t get it. It’s all curled up and the writing’s weird.”
“I would learn of you if I may.” Flame light glowed on Dulcima’s face and sparkled in her eyes. “What is your world like?”
Cara stared at the child and swallowed. She put the letter away. Okay. Where do I begin? And, what should I leave out? She’s just a kid.
“It’s not like this at all. More crowded. Big buildings, cars, machines. Uh, right now it’s summertime--hot and humid.”
That wasn’t even close. Cool breezes off the water this time of night. The only sight of the ocean, ribbons of foam picked out by the boardwalk lights. Silence at the top of a Ferris wheel. Hundreds of voices and the jangle of music at the bottom. Pizza Mania and Cyber Palace. Flirting with Rich or some other cute boy. She had missed the promised lesson in Quark Brigade.
“It sounds like the land of the Peralike. We have small houses in Melwood, but the Elders have great, tall ones. They live many very close together. What are machines?”
The image of the boardwalk at night collapsed. Machines. For a moment, the word was just two alien sounds linked together by chance. This day would never end. Home was receding with every breath, every word spoken. A sigh locked with a whimper, producing only aching silence.
Dulcima was waiting for her answer.
“They’re kind of like big tools to help us do stuff.”
“That too is like the Peralike. In their land, one can see ships, and mills that grind grain by the power of water and many other marvels.” Her voice wistful, Dulcima tilted her head and asked, “Is that which you carry also a machine?”
Cara glanced at the mirror she had dropped beside her when she sat. Oh, yeah, the contraband weapon. A wry smile escaped her as she remembered Clepta’s fear of it, then her scorn, and Abdis’ courteous puzzlement.
“Clepta called it a toy. Sort’a is. Want to have fun with it?” She placed it in Dulcima’s hand with the glass facing the fire. “Hold it like this. Good.”
Guiding Dulcima’s hand, she taught her how to reflect the light of the flames to dart like a firefly about their encampment. Dulcima trilled delighted laughter.
“Tell you what? Why don’t you keep the mirror?”
Cara retrieved the transformed letter from Lisa. If only she could read it! Must be Neroli writing. Bet Abdis did this. Or Alphesis, or who knows? Whoever dragged me here. Very funny. First, some magician world-naps me without warning or explanation, and then he plays games with my mail!
“You are lonely for your home, are you not? I have something that may please you.” Dulcima opened her woven provision bag and drew out a small bag tied with a thong. “Here. A gift for a gift,” she said, holding it out.
With eager hands, Cara opened the bag and shook out its contents. A crystalline rock resembling fire opal settled unto her palm. Myriad blue and green hues rippled and swirled within it, the turquoise light outshining the red flames within the stone circle. The cool shades reflected on her skin like clear sunlit water--changeless yet ever-changing as a tropical sea.
Hand and stone faded and spread into distant restless motion. She floated over an ocean, moving faster than the waves below, moving farther and farther out to sea. Grayness edged the horizon, then spread through the water and climbed the air. She rushed toward it, or did it rush toward her? It filled her sight with rugged pinnacles of gray rock and her ears with multiple bird cries--a call like seagulls yet not like them.
She hovered over the island, past age-carved stone and promontory, drawing inward, downward, lower and lower, until she settled in a quiet place, a valley of rock in an island of rock. At last, she stood before a huge blue-green stone, its shape reminiscent of a chair or throne but for someone or something not of human proportions or dimensions. Cara trembled and grasped a nearby rock for support ...
“It is narthrous, said by some to bring luck. It brings to mind the good will of Alphesis and those of the Shadow do not like it. Cara, are you unwell?”
Cara started and looked around her. Had she dropped off to sleep? Small wonder. She smiled at Dulcima and held out the stone. “Thanks for the offer but I think this stone’s too valuable for you to give away. Wouldn’t your parents be angry?”
The child laughed. “They don’t even know I have it. Besides, I have others.”
Dulcima lifted a silver chain from around her neck to display a small narthrous stone suspended from its end. She shook her head and the silver loops swayed on her ears. These too had tiny stones suspended from them.
“I have saved that one these months because of the scratching on it. Turn it over. See? The Seabird, the emblem of Alphesis. We, the Neroli, do not wear such amulets for, as Lady Clepta says, we are bound already as a people of Alphesis by mind and heart. It would be fitting for you to have it though, since you came to us wearing the emblem.”
“What? Oh, the necklace. Dulcima, who is Alphesis?” Cara added, “Does he live on an island?” Now why did I say that?
Dulcima’s eyes grew wide with astonishment and perplexity. “Who does not know who Alphesis is? Even daemagos, sorcerers of the Shadow, know. Even those far, far beyond these lands. He rules all, not just Neroli and Peralike, but also the Chosen. It is they who live on islands.”
“Who does? The Chosen?”
“Dulcima! Come and bring our guest.” Dulcima’s mother beckoned from the gathering on the other side of the family fire. “The meal is ready and Lady Clepta wishes to speak with Cara as soon as may be.”
Both girls glanced her way impatiently, if for different reasons. Dulcima whispered, “Speak nothing of the stone but I think if you wish to read your scroll, you may find that it will help you. I ...”
Dulcima made a face as her mother called more urgently. She held out her narrow hand. “Come, Cara. And thank you for the marrow.”
Cara allowed herself to be led past the fire. Her mind teemed with questions, darting about as had earlier the light from the mirror. She ate the spicy-herby soup and the bitter-flavored bread with relief. The goo from some violet seedpods everyone had shared while still foraging hadn’t settled well with her. They had smelled like bee’s wax and stale coffee. This meal tasted and smelled more earthlike, thank goodness!
Dulcima explained how the day’s harvests contributed to their dinner. Cara hardly listened until the girl mentioned the mills of the Elder Ones to the south that ground the meal used in their bread.
“Elders? Peralike, right? Lady Clepta said I resemble them.”
“Yes, very much. I like them! Some Pera come to us for teintree nuts that they grind into meal. Also, we give them the rocks that some of us dig in the foothills of the mountains. They carry these to their cities in the south and, in time, the rock comes back all melted and shining like this.” She pointed to the chain around her neck.
“Do you give them the blue stones, too?”
Dulcima glanced around them, and she whispered, “Narthrous is found sometimes when my people dig in the hills for the others but we do not send them to be melted. Lady Clepta says it is not wisdom to send such away from our land for Alphesis set them here to protect us.”
“From what?”
“From the Daetaga, the Shadow dwelling in the mountains.”
“But you said your people have mines there.” Cara stopped. Each puzzling answer spawned more questions. Better to wait until she had a good night’s sleep before she tried to make sense of it.
Dulcima turned to whisper with one of her relatives, a male who could have been Abdis’ brother. Freed from the need to talk logically—or talk at all—Cara stared into the flames. At least fire still acted like fire.
And music still sounded musical. Cara turned toward a thread of melody entwined amidst the woodland’s vibrant night sounds. Many of the Young Ones had settled close together around a central fire, intent on a handful of musicians. Two played flute-like wooden pipes and a third a sort of bodhran or hand drum.
Four others, including Abdis, played harp-like instruments. The strings ran from side to side and were plucked by two slender wands, one held in each hand. At intervals, a musician would use a wand to tap one of the silver bells suspended from the curved wooden frame--producing a high, clear sound that lingered in the air. The music enchanted her even though she couldn’t understand its pattern. She waited in anticipation for each striking of a silver bell.
The music stopped. The gathering began breaking up amid calls of goodnight and quiet laughter. Cara stood up and stretched. Abdis was walking to their fire carrying one of the “harps”.
“Abdis! I loved your music! What’s that thing called?”
“It is the miniba, the bell-harp.” He handed the miniba to one of his relatives. “Come. Clepta awaits you.”
Oh, no. The interview. She followed Abdis, with dread clenching at her throat. One last chance to convince Lady Clepta that her appearance here was an accident or mistake. Did she know the secret of how people did the world-hopping thing, so she could go home?
Her family must be having fits after all these hours. By now, Mom and Sandy would have called Dad’s work number in the city to tell him they couldn’t find her. Had they called the police too? The FBI? Mega-trouble, even if she landed home in the next instant.
How can I explain this? What did you do on your vacation? Well, I sat in an interrogation room for like years and tried to explain I hadn’t been kidnapped when, really, I had.
Abdis led Cara to the fire where they had been playing. Lady Clepta already sat there like a rustic queen on a section of a log, its smooth patina reflecting the warmth of the flames. Cara tried to plan what she should say but her thoughts took turns wandering or shutting down completely. How long had Clepta’s log been used for seating? How old were the stone fire circles? Who had made the bell-harps? Did the Neroli store them in the hut? Wondering about what she saw beat coming up with a new argument to try on Clepta.
Abdis motioned for Cara to stop a few paces in front of the Ancient. He continued walking until he stood behind her, his position and alert bearing much like a bodyguard for a celebrity. Cara just stood, wriggling self-consciously under Clepta’s steady gaze and faint smile. At last, she gave the open-handed salute she had seen the border guards use. She regretted it as soon as she did it--she was a guest not Clepta’s servant.
“Greeting, Cara. Please be seated.” Clepta gestured toward a woven mat close to where Cara stood.
As Cara settled at her designated place, five others gathered onto the mats to her right. The remaining Young Ones were talking around their fires or settling down to sleep. No one looked their way.
Abdis spoke. “Many here are yet unknown to you. I shall name them in turn by your leave. Lormis, eldest here present of …”
Cara returned the perfunctory nods of the first three he introduced as she recited their names--Lormis, Manara, Pinaca. Two to go and the names were already melting into a jumble of sounds. Their skin and hair color and clothing varied as much as they did between people at home but they might as well look like clones for all-
“Nabis, eldest of the house of Moontree.”
Uh-Oh. Another one.
Nabis had gray eyes and a steely stare. She found herself nodding in response to the anticipated nod Nabis failed to give. Hey, take a chill.
“Cenelis, eldest here present of the house of the Silver Bear.”
Bear. The ginger-furred animal she had seen when she arrived flashed into her mind. Cara nodded greetings to Cenelis. Not like bears at home. If I’m speaking their language like Abdis says, how come their bear doesn’t mean our bear? Theirs was smaller … That Nabis is still glowering at me. Bet he was the scowly one before. What’s his problem?
“I am Abdis, eldest of the house of the Rain-washed Sky. This is the Lady Clepta, the Ancient of the Melwood Young Ones.”
Cara caught up with a couple of quick nods.
Lady Clepta stood, lifted her hands and chanted, “May Alphesis reign long, may the land prosper, may the Three Peoples be guarded and guided. Alphesis, grant that we serve within the Obedience and remain always under the Protection.”
Through murmurs of agreement, Clepta continued, “Cara, repeat what you have told Abdis about the seabird talisman and of your coming to Narenta.”
What did you do on your vacation, huh?
Cara turned to the five and ran through all that she could remember. Flanked by impassive and ageless eyes, she tried to emphasize the pure chance of it all. She suspected the Neroli might be a little telepathic so she was careful not to lie. Still, she took care in the way she described the hallucinations and her purchase of the necklace.
It was all so weird and she was so tired, it came out in a jumble of impressions, punctuated with stopping to describe beach umbrellas and boardwalks then backtracking for fragments she had forgotten to mention. She hated speaking in front of a class but at least she was usually awake when she did it.
Cara tried to gauge the effectiveness of her words but all the Neroli wore the same mask of bland attention. She had never seen such good listeners, or ones who gave so little indication of their reactions. By the time she was running out of things to tell them, the mess probably resembled a child’s garbled tale or a dream. If she lived it and felt that way, what must they be making of it all?
Well, nothing left to say. Cara glanced toward Abdis, the closest she had to an ally. Did even he think someone deliberately chose her and brought her here? No one had told her to come. No one back on Earth knew where she had gone or even knew this place existed. The truth of the last claim invited sheer panic but, right now, she needed to hold it together and make them send her home.
Cara nodded at Lady Clepta. Now what?
“You have told us all?”
“Yes, Lady Clepta.” Cara considered mentioning the narthrous stone. No, she had promised silence to Dulcima.
“Hear then the ways of this world. As we could not judge without your tale, so you cannot without ours.
“This is Narenta, the world of the Three Peoples. In the deeps of time were only the Chosen, the seabirds. They are masters of the Ancient Writings, of healing and of all learning. Theirs it is to guard the Thrones of Wisdom and of Healing in the lands in the midst of the sea.
“The second peoples ...”
“Please, Lady Clepta. Why are they called the Chosen?”
A murmur of voices rose beside Cara but she didn’t turn. For an instant, she read astonishment in Clepta’s eyes. Because she had dared to interrupt or because of the question itself?
With no trace of emotion in her voice, Lady Clepta answered, “Alphesis came to this world and chose that people to serve him within the Obedience. He often chooses to reveal himself to us in that form as well. However, Alphesis rules all the world: the Chosen, the Peralike, and we the Neroli. He likewise rules all our sister worlds and the darknesses between the worlds.”
Cara nodded. She pondered the reference to darknesses between worlds. Did that mean these primitive people knew about space and planets?
“As the Chosen is the root so is the Peralike the stem. The Elders took shelter here at a later time and they looked to the root for their sustenance. Coming after the Chosen, they live now in many places throughout Narenta. Some, the Tethrans, are our neighbors to the south, and are ruled by King Cybis and the Orders. Much wisdom and many skills have they brought to us. In no way the least is how our three folk may protect and aid each other against the Daetaga. Alphesis has cast his Protection about them and they follow him gladly.”
She paused and Cara dutifully nodded.
“The Neroli are the branch of the tree. Our knowledge is within ourselves, just as a tree knows how to bud and blossom in the spring. Nonetheless, we honor the Ancient Writings and we seek to learn all we can and teach what is good for the beasts of the earth and for all forms of life. Ours it is to guard the Throne of Growing and Making. Though I am the Ancient, it is Alphesis who rules this wood, this world and all these worlds.
“And you, the Outworlders, are counted by scholars as the fourth folk. Since you are born elsewhere than on Narenta, Alphesis himself summons you here at times to aid us. All our peoples honor you and your peoples for your courage and your willingness to aid those who are in peril from the Daetaga. Do you hear my words?”
“Yes, Lady Clepta.” Cara added cautiously, “But I still don’t understand what you expect me to do.”
Amusement touched Clepta’s eyes and lips. “Do you not see? Outworlders are our champions, called by Alphesis at times of gravest peril to aid and defend Narenta with your wisdom, your courage and your skill of enchantment.”
Cara couldn’t suppress a grin. “I knew it,” she whispered to herself. Aloud she added, “Look.” A giggle tried to follow the word through her lips.
She shook her head, wondered how best to break the news she had suspected from the beginning. She tried again, “Look, I’m an Outworlder if you say so. But I’m not particularly clever or brave and, believe me, I can’t even do card tricks. Someone messed up, Lady Clepta. I’m sorry but-”
His voice harsh, Nabis interrupted, “Did you lie when you told the Ancient that you heard her words? Know then that Alphesis commanded you be brought here, for is it not his sign you wear? It is by your own account a talisman that came to you just today, on the same day Alphesis willed you to come.”
Oh, great. I knew you’d be trouble. On earth, bet you’d be a prosecutor.
Cara turned and responded with some heat, “I bought it! It didn’t ‘come to me’. Weird things happened even before that. I’d already felt ... I mean I had already seen some trees. I think I heard you guys, too. I thought then I was hallucinating, you know? Except ...” Cara shrugged. She didn’t know how to put those earlier “tugs” into words, and reminding Clepta might not be a good move.
A soft voice cut in--Pinaca’s. “You confuse the Outworlder. She knows not our ways. Cara, think. You say you sat upon a seat and looked upon the seabird. At that moment, you sensed something you could not explain. Perhaps that is the moment when Alphesis or his messenger spoke to you. An enchanter might be able to pass a message to another world, using a Thought Stone.”
Cara shook her head.
Before she could respond, Pinaca did so for her. “If you no longer remember, try to recall it. Neither chance nor the errors of an enchanter brought you here. In this place, there is no chance. There is only will: His, yours, ours, and that of those of the darkness. To believe in chance is a great folly and, for an Outworlder especially, dangerous.”
Cara gazed into Pinaca’s warm yet ice-colored eyes. She had been alone on that bench. How could they expect her to recall a message or a conversation that couldn’t exist? I might as well try to remember watching the wizard himself as he did his world-napping trick.
Pinaca’s words about dangerous beliefs and Clepta talking about peril sounded paranoid. Still, if they knew what they were talking about that explained their skittishness. Even Dulcima had mentioned the evil in the mountains. How far away were those mountains? Abdis said it would take them extra time to get back home. Why? Did they intend to escort her into enemy territory and leave her?
The eyes of the eldest Neroli held her fast. A faint wisp of suspicion appeared and Cara clutched at it in relief. They had some kind of power--telepathic, empathic, one of those things. So far, she had seen hints that they “received” but maybe they also “transmitted”. If she tried to recall some kind of SOS message from their world, how did she know that they wouldn’t make her “remember” stuff that hadn’t happened?
What good would I do them anyway? They need to try again and find the right person. Imagine being the real hero, sitting around waiting for the world-nap express, and nothing.
Cara took a breath and turned to face Lady Clepta. “I wish I could help you but I’m not the Marines or a comic superhero. I didn’t have any conversations with a wizard. Someone messed up and snatched the wrong person. On Earth, we don’t have magic and things don’t ‘come to us’. I’ll bet your magician grabbed someone from the wrong planet-”
“It is as I told you!” Nabis leaped up and faced the Ancient. “She professes to know nothing of this place or of her role here. Who could say that from amongst the worlds except those who even refuse to acknowledge Alphesis? I believe her a spy, or worse.”
Abdis opened his mouth but the other voices drowned out anything he said. He kept at it, Cara noticed, focused just on Clepta. She guessed he was repeating the same thing to be sure at least The Ancient understood him.
A couple of the others sounded as angry as Nabis. Her brief pang of relief turned to fear. “Wait! Wait! I’m not a spy, and I’m not your enemy. I’m nobody’s enemy. I just want to get home. Look, I’m trying to help the best way I know how--I’m warning you you’ve got the wrong person. I’d be useless to you. I don’t go around fighting evil. Why can’t you accept that?”
Nabis turned to her from whispering to Manara. His eyes glinted like the edges of swords. “One who refuses to acknowledge the will of the Ancient, much less the will of Alphesis, is either unfriend or enemy.”
Manara added, “Will you renounce this willfulness? You do no credit to your world, and you do our world harm with this delay. We have lost tree guards already-”
“Silence, Nabis, Manara!” Lady Clepta interrupted. “Abdis has spoken to me of another way. Tomorrow, we pass the Shrine of the Seabird of Sacrifice. The Outworlder may prove her good intent by entering the shrine with us as we ask that the reason for her presence be made known. In this manner, Cara herself may be convinced of the purposes of Alphesis. Is this agreed by the council?”
Silence. The reluctant nod of several heads.
“Then so shall it be.”
Abdis walked in silence beside Cara as they went to his family fire. She glanced toward him twice--intending to ask him about the shrine just to get him talking--but he seemed so worried and disappointed she found herself looking away both times. Had her words been that much of a surprise?
What did they expect me to do--transform into a Delta Force squad? All that’s going to happen if they make me stay is that they’ll get me killed while the real superhero gets to keep having their fun heroic life somewhere. Good plan. Just scoop me up, get me to pledge allegiance to some other country or king or something, and go do battle. ‘A talisman that came to you just today’. Yeah, right, Nabis. If I had any “wisdom”, I’d have bought the dream-catcher earrings. What would you have said then?
She flung herself down by the fire where she had been sitting before, and fell asleep at once.
When she awoke, the moon hung high over her. Golden in color and too large, it coated the winding branches with creamy light. No one else seemed to be awake. The only sounds were quiet breathing, the wind in the treetops, and a high-pitched “jit-jit” coming from the nearest shrub.
Cara lay awake with open eyes and went over everything from the council meeting. She tried planning what she would say when they got to the shrine, before things could get any more out of hand. More out of hand? Was that possible?
When sleep proved elusive, she tried to remember the names of the council members, and then began to invent their real names. Nabis soon had a dozen descriptive ones. If, heaven forbid, she had to stay here, she’d have to come up with a fake name for herself. Not that wizards or whoever hadn’t already done her enough damage.
Her mind drifted to the strange way in which Clepta appeared to overhear all that she and Abdis said. She, Abdis, and Dulcima must sense emotions too. On the other hand, maybe sensing her emotions helped them to guess her thoughts. Had Clepta sensed she left out stuff during her “testimony”? Had Clepta overheard Dulcima giving her the stone?
Cara sat up. How could she have forgotten the stone! Dulcima said that it might help her read her letter. It didn’t make sense but she wanted another look at the stone anyway. Cara reached under the edge of the mat and found the bag then fished the squashed scroll from her jeans pocket. She glanced up at the moon and then toward the embers of the campfire. Not much light to read even if the words were in English. Rather, even if they were in ... Youngish, Youngili? Nerolinese? Still the stone gave off some light of its own. That might help.
Cara tumbled the stone into her hand, and couldn’t help marveling again at its beauty. The colors inside it swirled around like water until you tried to catch them at it, then they just innocently reflected the moonlight, appearing as solid as the veins in any ordinary stone.
She popped the stamp off the scroll and unwound it a bit with one hand, then held the stone against the lettered surface like a penlight. Cara blinked. Or the world did. The scroll trembled, and the ink on the parchment slid about like tiny bits of black mercury. Cara gasped. She straightened the sheet to make it level, afraid that the letters would pour right on over the edge and into her lap. By the time she had taken this precaution, the fragments of ink had already settled into their new homes--a flowing script that was more intricate than any calligraphy she had ever seen--and one that illogically now made perfect sense.
‘Dear Cara,
‘Finally a few minutes to write you! Denise dropped off to sleep. Karen and the twins have settled down to a game of Monopoly, I think. I guess maybe your first postcard was held up. I know how resort mail is. You may get this by August if we’re lucky.
‘Dad’s worked out something for fall for Denise. The state university has a school of special education and they take in children with learning disabilities and other handicaps on Saturdays. Some of the students help evenings, too. The state pays half and the family pays the other half in most cases. Dad’s not sure what we’d do about that part but he says they sounded encouraging. Anyway, that takes care of fall. They don’t have the service over the summer, so I guess you won’t see me at the beach.
‘Hope you feel better now. You looked pretty good when you got back to school but, believe me, I know how weak you can feel when you’ve been ill for a long while. You didn’t have to explain why you couldn’t help out here. I understood.’
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/5360 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!