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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?”
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