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The Glass Wall
I flipped my cell phone shut.
I’d just told Maya, my mother, goodbye.
Again.
It was her fifth stint in rehab. I felt sorry for her. I knew she tried her best.
The social worker sent me a sympathetic smile as she zipped along Mercer Island Parkway. Through glimpses between the evergreen trees, I could see flashes of Lake Washington as our car whizzed by. I wished she’d just keep her eyes on the winding road. She was a wild driver, weaving through bikers in spandex outfits and dodging incoming traffic at top speed.
I was seasick.
“Mercer Island is a nice place,” the woman repeated for the tenth time. “You’ll love it here. It’s always green in Washington State.”
Her name was Neelu.
Neelu was a chubby woman in her fifties, with hair dyed a most unnatural Clairol red. She wore traditional Indian attire and sported an armful of gold bangles that continually buried her watch. Shaking them aside, she glanced at the time once again. “We’ll have to hurry, Sydney. I only have ten minutes.”
She zoomed past a park and a surrounding greenbelt of trees before finally turning onto a tiny side street. With a sigh of relief, she stopped in front of the most obnoxious, blue-painted rambler I’d ever seen. There was a bright yellow Ford pickup truck with oversized wheels parked in the driveway.
I couldn’t get over the blue house. Who would paint their house neon blue? I wondered if the occupants were color-blind.
I glanced around.
It wasn’t a poor neighborhood, but it certainly wasn’t a wealthy one either. There were two houses across the street. The first was a little rundown but an average two-story home with minimal landscaping. In the front yard there was a for sale sign with the word “sold” plastered proudly over the smiling face of the realtor.
The second house rivaled the blue rambler in gaudiness. It was an ancient-looking Victorian house, painted a fading pink. The yard hosted a menagerie of lawn ornaments. Crammed in every conceivable corner were garden trolls, dwarves, deer (including Rudolph), pink flamingos, at least four different birdbaths, and even a replica of the famous Dutch peeing boy, Manneken Pis.
Neelu sprang out of the car and clicked up the sidewalk in her heels to the blue house. “We have to make this quick, Sydney. Hop out!”
I slammed the car door shut and shouldered my backpack.
The social worker was already knocking on the door, frantically motioning for me to follow. “Come on, Sydney,” she called louder. “I’ve got another appointment!”
As I stepped onto the creaking porch, the door opened.
“Sorry, Neelu,” a mousy brown-haired woman apologized as she beckoned us inside. “I had to place another bid.”
“Sydney, this is Betty. Betty, meet Sydney,” Neelu said, introducing us.
I shook my new foster mother’s hand.
Betty was hard to describe. I could really see nothing unique about her. Her hair was medium length, and she was of average height and build. She could have been almost any age. Her face reminded me of at least a dozen others. She was one of those people who could pull off the perfect crime; no witness would ever remember what she looked like.
“Glad you’re finally here, Sydney,” Betty said, shaking my hand heartily in return. She glanced over her shoulder to the computer on the other side of the living room. “Got to go, Neelu, the cat toilet trainers are ending in five minutes. I can’t miss them this time!”
With a friendly smile, she picked her way over a sea of boxes littering the floor.
“Betty runs an Ebay business,” Neelu explained.
“I’m an Ebay reseller,” Betty said, waving her hand as she settled into the white plastic chair in front of her computer. “Make yourself at home, Sydney. I’ll call Grace to show you to your room. Grace! Grace!”
After a moment, the back door banged open. A tall girl appeared, dressed in red sweats and carrying a lacrosse stick in one hand. Her black hair was even darker than mine, and she’d pulled it back in such a severe ponytail that I found myself wincing on her behalf. She was big and muscular, and she looked mean.
“Hi,” she said curtly, watching me closely with her jet-black eyes.
I nodded warily.
Neelu had already told me that my new foster parents had a daughter my age, almost eighteen. This girl looked at least twenty.
“Good, then,” Neelu said, smiling in relief as she patted me on the shoulder. “You have my number. Call me anytime.”
With that, she was gone.
“I got them!” Betty leapt up from the chair and did a little dance.
It looked strikingly like the “Chicken Dance”, but I doubt that was her intention.
“Come on,” Grace said, nodding toward the hall with her chin. “Your room is this way.”
“Carry her things, honey.” Betty quit dancing to smile at me and asked, “Is your luggage on the porch?”
“I just have this,” I said, jiggling my backpack a little.
“I can carry it,” the girl offered. She reached as if to pluck it off my back.
“Don’t touch my things!” I snapped. My hands clenched the straps possessively.
They both blinked, a little startled at my aggressiveness, but I couldn’t let them see what was in there.
“Your things are safe here, honey,” Betty said, recovering first. Waving at us, she turned back to the computer and began to cackle about the next item on the screen.
Grace stalked down the hall, and I followed her, wondering if I’d just made an enemy.
She gave me a quick tour of the house on the way to my room.
Betty reserved the living room for her Ebay business and it contained her computer, a printer, and several tables overflowing with bubble wrap and cardboard boxes. Off to the side there was a family room with shaggy brown carpet, a shimmery gold couch, and an old TV. The kitchen was light yellow with vinyl tile and décor from the sixties. A giant wooden spoon and fork hung on the wall. There were four, square bedrooms, the last one down the hall had been converted into a storage room for Betty’s business.
My new room was simple but nice. I had a bed with a fuzzy tiger print blanket, an oak dresser and matching nightstand, and a rug shaped like a sunflower. Everything was clean and smelled of lemon furniture polish. A window, with yellow curtains, looked out onto a greenbelt of trees behind the house.
I peered into the large mirror hanging above the dresser.
I looked tired. My black hair hung limply over my shoulders and there were dark smudges under my green eyes. I looked just like Maya. It was hard seeing a younger version of her face staring back at me, so I turned away and set my backpack gingerly on the bed.
“Where is your mother?” Grace asked bluntly from her position at the door.
“In rehab,” I said shortly.
“Father?” she asked, leaning on her lacrosse stick like a crutch.
I shrugged my shoulders. “Never met him.”
Grace grunted in reply. It was a bored sound. “Dinner is in an hour,” she said, and then left.
A few seconds later, I heard the back door bang again, and I looked out the window to see her playing wall ball against the side of what looked like a small shed.
She’d only caught three balls before sounds of squawking erupted and Betty yelled from the living room, “Not the chicken coop, Grace!”
I blinked.
Chickens?
Who had chickens in the middle of a city?
Granted, Mercer Island didn’t look like a city. I was surrounded by trees, but I knew that the island was in the middle of a small lake, with skyscrapers from Seattle on one side and skyscrapers from the city of Bellevue on the other.
I watched as the weirdest chickens I’d ever seen ran around the corner of the shed. They had big mops of feathers on their heads that covered their eyes. They obviously couldn’t see where they were going. And as if to demonstrate this, one of them ran straight into Grace’s leg.
Grumbling, Grace began playing wall ball against the chimney instead of the chicken coop, and I turned my attention back to my backpack.
I unzipped it with care and carefully removed an empty paper towel roll. A series of air holes peppered the cardboard and duct tape securely covered both ends. I peeled the tape away from one end and found myself greeted by a tiny, sniffing nose.
“Hi, Jerry,” I said, my lips splitting into the silly grin that only he could summon.
Jerry was nothing extraordinary. He was just a plain, gray mouse. I’d rescued him from a cat the year before and had smuggled him with me wherever I went. He was quite adaptable, living in boxes, drawers, and even my backpack whenever necessary.
I fed him a few sunflower seeds and let him crawl on the bed, spooning myself around him so he couldn’t escape.
I yawned. It had been a long day, so I spent my time on the bed playing with Jerry until Betty called me for dinner. After looking around a bit, I found an empty box under the bed and made Jerry a makeshift home. I bunched an old sweater of mine into one corner of it for a bed. He loved chewing holes in that sweater. I’d have to give him a new one to munch on soon. This one was mostly tatters.
We had just finished setting the dinner table when my new foster father arrived.
Neelu had said his name was Al and he strode into the kitchen dressed in fatigues. He was very tall and very bald. His eyes were bright blue and his brows seemed stuck in a perpetual frown.
“You must be Sydney!” he barked.
I nodded cautiously.
He unlaced his army boots, shoved them in the closet, and sat at the table.
“It’ll do Grace some good to have another girl around here,” he said. “She’ll be happy to have a friend.”
I rather doubted that. From what I could tell, Grace and I didn’t have much in common.
“Yes!” Betty shouted from the living room. “I got them!”
“Time to stop working, Mom,” Grace mumbled through a mouthful of toast.
We were having eggs, ham, and toast for dinner. With all the chickens in the backyard, I figured we would be eating eggs every day. There was a huge bowl of them on the counter next to a half dozen plastic cartons.
“I’ll take Sydney shopping tomorrow for school supplies,” Betty said as she came into the kitchen and stretched. “Looks like she could use a few things.”
My eyes narrowed, and I felt a twinge of suspicion. Was the woman implying something? Was she trying to be my friend? I’d met lots of those types over the years, the ones who enjoy bragging about their good deeds to anyone who will listen.
“UPS is here!” Grace announced, crunching on another piece of toast.
They all stood up, scrambling for their shoes.
“Come on, Sydney.” Al ordered. “We all help with the UPS.”
I followed them to the driveway where the UPS man was already unloading a mound of packages.
It took quite some time for Grace and me to lug all of the boxes inside while Betty chattered with the driver and Al signed with the digital pen. I wondered how that qualified as “help” but didn’t say anything, of course. I didn’t know these people.
I’d just picked up my last box when a deep rumble of an engine caught my attention.
A large van with “Bob the Mover” printed on the side, lumbered down the street. It stopped in front of the house with the Sold sign, next door to the one with the cement zoo.
“Oh, look, Al,” Betty said. “Our new neighbors are here.”
We watched as two men in coveralls jumped out of the cab and began to unload a mass of modern furniture.
“I love that couch,” Betty murmured, almost drooling.
“Expensive stuff,” Al observed, folding his arms. “It’s all new. We’ll have to keep an eye on them.”
“Don’t be so suspicious!” Betty shook her head with a little laugh and slipped her arm through his. “Heading the neighborhood crime watch has really gone to your head, honey.”
“Just saying it don’t match the house, too expensive,” Al muttered.
“Doesn’t, dear,” she corrected. “It doesn’t match the house.”
“It’s suspicious,” Al insisted.
“I’m going to shoot some hoops…” Grace began, but she fell silent as a shiny black sports car swerved around the corner.
I’m not a car person, but even I could tell it was outrageously expensive.
“That’s a Bentley.” Al gave a low whistle. “That car is worth more than the house!”
It certainly looked it. As the sleek car slowed in front of us, the driver’s dark window rolled down.
I only got a glimpse of him as he passed, waving a long-fingered hand in greeting, but it was enough that both Grace and I found our jaws dropping.
His shoulder-length blond hair was styled in a fashion straight out of a Japanese anime book. Designer sunglasses covered his eyes. His nose was long and straight, and his jaw firm. He wore a black muscle T-shirt that did a superb job of highlighting his athletic physique to the fullest.
Even Betty watched as he exited the car with the grace of a cat.
I found myself agreeing with Al. There was something very suspicious about this new neighbor. He didn’t look like the type who lived in rundown houses. He stood out in this neighborhood like a sore thumb.
“Time to work, girls,” Betty ordered cheerfully.
I followed her inside.
Al stayed outside to wax his truck, but even I knew it was really to keep an eye on the new neighbor. Grace wanted to ‘help’ him, but he sent her into the house to unpack Betty’s boxes.
“We should introduce ourselves to the new neighbor,” Grace said, tossing me a utility knife.
I caught it and opened my box. It was filled with “Hook, Line, and Stinker” fishing games that you were supposed to play while sitting on the toilet.
“Or we could give him some eggs,” Grace continued with a goofy smile on her face.
“He probably doesn’t cook,” I said. No, he reminded me of the kind that blended every meal in a Vitamix while lifting weights.
My next box contained boot and glove dryers.
Grace had a case of little machines that spread butter on toast.
“What do you think he eats?” Grace wondered, gazing into the distance.
At the moment, I was more fascinated with the odd selection of items we were unpacking than strange blond neighbors. “What do you do with all this stuff?” I asked. I giggled a little as I held up a piggy bank shaped like a butt. It was called a “Fanny Bank”.
“These are for gift baskets,” Betty explained. She surveyed her purchases with a pleased expression and then shook her head. “I missed the Snuggie craze. I could have bought cases of them before they turned viral!”
“Mom, videos go viral, not Snuggies,” Grace growled, obviously a little embarrassed by her mom. Resuming her dreamy expression, she murmured, “We could make him some cookies.”
“He’s awfully cute.” Betty teased with an overly exaggerated sigh and placed her hand theatrically over her heart. “If I was younger…”
“Mom!” Grace looked horrified.
Betty laughed. “Good job, girls,” she said as she made her way into the kitchen to put a bag of popcorn in the microwave. “Sydney, run outside and tell Al it’s time to watch Glee.”
I found Al still waxing his truck. In fact, he was still waxing the same spot. He’d donned a battalion cap and had it pulled low over his face. It made it even more obvious that he was watching the neighbors across the street.
“Betty says it’s time for Glee,” I said, wondering what power she had over this burly army man to make him sit and watch an hour of warbling teenagers on TV.
Al jumped a little.
I’d apparently startled him.
“Glee?” he repeated. He glanced across the street, appearing genuinely torn.
“I can finish here,” I offered. I hated Glee and didn’t want to be roped into watching it. I’d much rather wax the truck.
Al brightened visibly. Leaning closer, he dropped his voice to a whisper. “Just pretend to wax while you gather intel,” he said in a conspiratorial tone. “Take note of who comes in and out and let me know if anyone new shows up. We might be dealing with drugs here.”
Drugs? I stared at him. Intel? I’d just meant I’d wax the truck.
He nodded. “You’ll be safe. They won’t dare do anything in this neighborhood, not with the crime watch program that I run. And besides, you have Tigger here as protection.”
I looked around, confused.
He pointed.
Tigger, it turned out, was a red-brindled bloodhound snoozing with his head under the rear truck wheel. It wasn’t an encouraging sign of his intelligence.
“Yeah,” I said, hoping I didn’t sound as sarcastic as I felt.
“Wear this,” he said, dropping his hat on my head. “They won’t be able to see your eyes that way. They’ll never know you’re watching.” And with that he scurried into the house, a spring in his step.
I shook my head, wondering a little about these people, but decided it didn’t matter. It was my last year of school and my last year of foster care.
It was also my last yo-yo year with Maya.
There are tons of horror stories of the foster care system, but I’d never experienced one. The families that had hosted me over the years were guilty of only one crime: they were boring. Even those who had discovered my shoplifting habit had just reacted with speeches, made me go to counseling, or signed me up for community service. Nope, I’d never been abused or even yelled at.
I sighed.
It was all ending and soon I’d no longer be an actor in Maya’s Drama of Life.
She had played the same tragedy for years.
Act One: My mother and her boyfriend du jour would fight, he’d leave, she’d turn to alcohol to numb the pain, enter rehab, and I’d be escorted to a new foster care family.
Act Two: After rehab, Maya would fight to get me back, succeed, and then we would have a few good months after moving to a different state for a fresh start.
Act Three: She’d look in the mirror, convince herself she was getting old and find another man, any man. Voila! It was time for Act One all over again.
I tried hard to convince Maya that she didn’t need a man to make herself ‘complete’ (I’ve watched more than my share of Oprah), but she didn’t believe me.
She insisted I couldn’t understand because I’d never been in love.
I don’t believe she ever had either, because I don’t think love is sitting your kid in front of the TV while you try to change yourself into whatever the man sitting at the kitchen table wants you to be.
Over the years, I’d witnessed Maya transform herself into many things: a blonde motorcycle chick, a headbanging black-haired Goth, an eco-friendly-no-makeup-allowed hippie, and even a UFO cult fanatic.
I liked the motorcycle chick phase the most. I loved riding the bikes, hanging on for dear life, with the wind whipping through my hair. I never wore a helmet and she didn’t care as long as the cops didn’t see.
A loud snarl jolted me from my thoughts, and I found myself face to face with a Doberman. It was as if he’d jumped straight out of a scary movie with his long pointed ears, a bobbed tail, and lips drawn back in a sneer that revealed rows of perfectly white—and very sharp—teeth.
I froze.
He growled.
“Ajax!”
The Doberman shut his mouth and began to wag his two-inch stub of a tail as if he’d been trying to befriend me the entire time.
“Sorry about that,” the blond stranger apologized as he entered my field of vision. “He really is very friendly.”
The new neighbor was even more devilishly handsome up close.
He was younger than I’d thought, probably in his early twenties. Tall and slender, he moved with an easy grace and a commanding air of self-confidence. He wore expensive clothes that made him look like a model or even a movie star. He removed his sunglasses, revealing gray eyes rimmed with a heavy dose of black eyeliner. Somehow, it looked good on him.
I became aware of an awkward pause. I didn’t know what to say. I’d just obviously given him the once over.
Blushing, I grunted, “Ok.” I blushed more. Ok wasn’t exactly a witty thing to say.
I was rattled, but then, he was probably used to girls acting silly in front of him.
“My name is Rafael,” he introduced himself. “Ajax just wanted to meet your dog.”
I glanced at Tigger.
He was still asleep with his head under the rear tire, oblivious to the Doberman sniffing his hindquarters.
“That’s Tigger,” I said. “He isn’t my dog.”
Rafael nodded, but looked faintly confused.
“I’m Sydney,” I explained, feeling a little stupid. He probably couldn’t care less that Tigger wasn’t mine. “I just got here myself a couple of hours ago. Tigger belongs to the Mackenzies … my foster parents.” I hooked my thumb over my shoulder at the neon blue house.
“Ah!” Rafael smiled. “Then, we are both new here.”
He was strikingly handsome when he smiled.
The sun sparkled a little off his cheek, catching my attention. I squinted curiously. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn he was wearing glitter on his face.
“Rafael!” A blond-haired girl called as she ran across the street to join us.
She seemed about my age, but our similarities ended there. She was stunning, slim, and sophisticated. She wore a dark tank top with expensive brown leather boots, heavy black eyeliner around her blue eyes, and she had a dusting of glitter across her nose.
“My sister Harmony,” Rafael said, looping a brotherly arm about her shoulder.
Harmony blinked and sent him a curious look, but she smiled at me warmly enough. “It’s so nice to meet you.”
I eyed them both. They were remarkably alike, even down to the eye makeup and glitter. I couldn’t resist asking, “Are you twins?”
Harmony laughed. It was a silver tinkle of a laugh. “Heavens bells, no! Rafael is just a baby. I have to look after him!”
It was Rafael’s turn to send her an odd look before turning back to me. “Well, it was a pleasure to meet you. I do believe it’s almost time for tea.”
“Tea?” I found myself repeating before I could stop.
“Ah, yes, would you care for some?” Harmony asked with an inviting smile. “Rafael does like his tea, white tea with a hint of jasmine.”
“No, I’m good,” I said. Maybe Al was right and they were speaking in some kind of drug code. “I … don’t do tea,” I added, just in case.
I watched them walk back to their house and pretended to wax the truck for a few minutes before giving up and going inside.
Al and Betty sat on the couch in the family room, sharing a bowl of popcorn.
“I could sing it better than that,” Al was saying.
“Of course, honey,” Betty said and looked up as I entered. Raising her hand, she mouthed the words “Wait for a commercial.”
I did.
When someone began to shout about a mattress sale, I handed Al his hat.
“They came over and introduced themselves and left,” I said.
“Really?” Al perked up.
“Rafael and his sister Harmony—” I began.
“Rafael?” Grace interrupted, appearing behind me. She continued in a dreamy tone, “His name is Rafael? Do you think he has a girlfriend?”
“Well, it was a good thing Tigger was there to protect you.” Al nodded firmly.
I snorted but quickly converted it into a cough.
“Did they say anything else?” Al asked.
“Just that they like tea, white tea, with a hint of jasmine,” I answered, watching Al frown as he processed this information. I didn’t think it was a drug reference. He’d obviously never heard of tea used as a code word before either.
“Tea,” he murmured, tapping his chin.
“White tea is very healthy,” Betty chimed in. “Oh, look, commercials are over.”
Immediately, they both fell silent and began to watch TV, simultaneously dipping their hands into the bowl of popcorn.
Grace had long since disappeared.
Knowing I wasn’t going to watch Glee and not knowing what else to do, I went to my room.
Chapter Two - A Weird Coincidence or Two
I woke up with the sun in my eyes and squinted at the clock.
It was almost noon.
Surprised that Betty let me sleep in so late, I hurriedly fed Jerry and got ready. Before I left, I kissed him on the nose and promised that I’d take him outside to get some fresh air later.
“Good afternoon!” Betty called out cheerfully as I entered the living room. “Sleep well? Help yourself to some cereal before we go shopping. School starts tomorrow for you, you know.”
I knew that. It was already several months into the school year.
I helped myself to some cereal and looked through the kitchen window.
Grace and Al were waxing the truck again, so I leaned forward to peer across the street. As I expected, Rafael was in his front yard. He was speaking to the little old lady next door, who was standing amidst her collection of lawn ornaments.
Something cold touched my knee and I yelped, almost dropping my breakfast.
It was Tigger’s wet nose.
The hound dog stared at my generic cornflakes with his droopy eyes.
“Don’t feed him, honey,” Betty said, coming into the kitchen. “He has a heart condition. He’s on a diet.”
Looking at the rolls of fat on his stomach, I felt like telling her it wasn’t working, but decided against it. I wasn’t sure she’d appreciate the comment.
It wasn’t long before Betty grabbed her purse and escorted me outside.
Rafael had disappeared and Al was across the street speaking to the Lawn Ornament Lady. She was wearing a purple housecoat and her eyeglasses looked like coke bottles. Spying us, he wrapped up his conversation with her and walked back to our house as she waved and disappeared into hers.
“Mrs. Patton says they’re from Norway,” he told us as he marched up the driveway, “or maybe South Africa.”
“Ah, that makes sense,” Betty nodded.
I frowned. It made no sense at all. “You girls have fun,” Al said as he opened the truck door for his wife. “I’ve got to get the equipment ready.”
Grace decided to stay home, leaving me alone with Betty. I supposed this meant I’d hear the “Rules Of The House” speech and settled back in the truck seat, waiting for it to start.
Instead, Betty flipped on the radio.
A song by my new favorite singer Jareth began to play.
“Ah, you like Jareth?” Betty smiled, somehow sensing my interest.
I nodded.
“Grace likes him too. He’s coming to Seattle next March,” she said. “I’ll see if we can get tickets.”
In spite of myself, I smiled a little, but I didn’t get too excited. I’d heard many promises in my life. Few had ever materialized.
To my surprise, Betty didn’t give me any speeches the entire day. Instead, she drove me to a big department store and bought me a pile of jeans, sweaters, socks, and underwear. I even got a new pair of shoes and a basket of school supplies.
When her back was turned, I shoplifted some hamster food for Jerry and stuffed it into my bag. I was tempted to take one of the hamster wheels as well, but it was too big and I didn’t want to risk getting caught.
I experienced the usual twinge of conscience, but I brushed it away.
After all, the universe owed me and if the universe didn’t owe me, the government certainly did. I wasn’t quite sure how, but I figured it tied in there somehow. Besides, big companies expect to lose a certain percentage of their merchandise to theft. I read that they even write it off their taxes, so they don’t really lose out. I never took anything from the smaller stores, from the places struggling to survive.
“Sydney?” Betty’s voice broke into my thoughts.
I jerked, a little guiltily.
“Are you alright, honey?”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I snapped. I sent her a dark glare as a warning not to pry further.
She just smiled.
I clutched the hamster food in my bag tightly.
We were driving along another lake, ringed by large evergreens and hills. There were hordes of bikers everywhere I looked. They were all dressed in tight, form-fitting outfits with matching helmets.
“I thought you might like to see your school,” Betty was saying as she drove up a long incline. “Sister Ann had to cancel our appointment today, but you can meet her tomorrow.”
“Sister?” I repeated, puzzled.
“We got you a scholarship to Grace’s school,” she said, obviously excited on my behalf. “You’ll be going to Issaquah Catholic. It’s a private high school.”
It sounded expensive.
The closest I’d ever come to a private school was in the movies. The stories about them are always the same: The awkward heroine is picked on by the mean, popular girl until she transforms into the most gorgeous of them all. She’s always crowned Prom Queen after winning the heart of the mean girl’s boyfriend. And there’s always a quirky best friend too.
I shook my head, collecting my scattered thoughts.
Betty drove around a bend and pointed.
Issaquah Catholic was a large, modern brick building perched above a circular driveway. Towering evergreens ringed both the campus buildings and a large sports field, which looked brand new. From the truck, I could see a bridge that led from the driveway to the school. There were metallic, inspirational words embedded in the cement at the entrance. You had to step over them to get to school. I wondered what they said.
I swallowed. I’d definitely not fit in here. These kids were probably a lot smarter than I was. I was destined to fail.
“I don’t want to go to a private school,” I grumbled ungratefully.
“Give it a chance,” she replied, smiling.
I was quiet during the ride home and Betty, thankfully, just listened to the radio.
It wasn’t long before we were lugging our shopping bags into the kitchen to find Al sitting at the table, singing softly under his breath. He was poking through a pile of black wires, night vision goggles, and something that looked like a mini satellite dish.
Unable to resist, I migrated closer to the table for a look.
“This is a portable bionic ear,” Al said, noting my interest. He picked up the mini dish and demonstrated its usage by holding it up in one hand and putting on a pair of headphones. “You can hear someone talking up to 50 yards away with this thing!”
He handed it to me and I turned it over curiously.
“Betty, have you seen my signs?” he called.
“Bottom drawer, honey,” Betty smiled and patted him fondly on the head.
“Here they are!” he chuckled after searching a few minutes. Returning, he dropped a few black and red plastic signs on top of the table.
I picked one up and read aloud, “Warning: All Activities Are Recorded To Aid In The Prosecution Of Any Crime Committed Against This Facility.”
The last words “Against This Facility” had been crossed out.
“I only run legal operations,” he explained earnestly, indicating the pile on the table, “and my gut tells me we are up against something big here.”
Al nodded across the street with his chin.
I didn’t know what to say.
He picked up a staple gun and gave me a curt nod. “Why don’t you give me a hand, Sydney, and bring the signs.”
I followed him out to the front yard. He stood in the driveway, pursing his lips as he surveyed his property. After a few minutes, he walked to a row of evergreens close to the street and dropped on his knees. Pulling himself forward on his elbows, he wriggled under the branches.
I heard his muffled voice. “Give me a sign, kiddo.”
A hand appeared from under the branches. The fingers wiggled. I dropped a sign into them. It disappeared. I heard the click of the staple gun and then Al reappeared, brushing the leaves off his shoulders.
“One posted,” he said with a nod of satisfaction. “I’ve got the perfect spot for the next one.”
I watched as he stapled the next sign to the underside of the mailbox. I cleared my throat and said, “No one can see these.”
“Can’t tip them off,” he explained as he posted the last one behind the trash cans at the side of the house.
I shook my head and followed him back.
“I’m going to have to order a few things,” he told his wife as he walked in.
She nodded thoughtfully and then her expression brightened. “I’ve got a 20%-off coupon. Maybe we can use it!” Taking his hand, she led him into the living room where the computer lived amidst the mountains of her Ebay boxes.
With their attention locked onto the computer, I wandered away. Grace was in her room listening to music, so I decided now was a good time to give Jerry some exercise.
I took his box out from under the bed and poked the little mouse in the belly, waking him up from his nap. He yawned, his whiskers vibrating as he sniffed my finger.
“I got you some yummy food.” I smiled, feeling happy that he’d eat well now. “But first, some exercise.”
Tucking him into my pocket, I walked past Betty and Al huddled over some spy supply website and skipped out the back door before they could stop me.
I took a deep breath of fresh air.
It was in the middle of October. The leaves were falling, but it was still warm. Neelu had told me it wouldn’t be for long, though. She said it was always rainy and cold by Halloween and that was less than two weeks away.
I checked out the chicken coop and watched the bizarre chickens for a few minutes before heading to the greenbelt that sprawled behind the house. A tiny path led through the evergreens. I followed it, enjoying the heavy scent of pine.
After a few minutes, I found a secluded spot among several huge trees and boxed off a nice sized playground for Jerry with rocks and logs. Satisfied that it was a secure environment, I took him from my pocket and dumped him into it, watching him skitter around, sniffing in excitement. Sprinkling some of the hamster food in front of his face, I smiled as he stopped running to select a seed and sat on his haunches to nibble it.
Sometimes, I felt guilty for keeping him. I’m sure he’d probably prefer his freedom to living in cardboard boxes, drawers, and backpacks with me, but I couldn’t bring myself to let him go. I played with him, catching him as he climbed the walls of his enclosure to place him back down again in front of the seeds.
I looked up at the evergreens surrounding me, closing my eyes to listen to the wind rustling their branches. It was a pleasant place, and I knew I was going to like hanging out here.
Jerry and I stayed there for quite some time. Finally, I noticed it was growing late. I figured I’d better return. It was probably close to dinner, and I was certain they’d have chores they’d want me to do.
Jerry looked pleasantly tired as he washed his face with his paws and he didn’t resist as I tucked him back into my pocket.
I’d taken only two steps back to the house when I heard voices.
Instinctively, I ducked back into my hiding place.
Rafael and Harmony appeared, walking in my direction.
“Are you sure about this?” Harmony asked with her brows creased in a deep frown.
“Yes,” Rafael said. “Summon both Zelphie and Marquis. You know I’m right and now Jareth is changing his schedule to come here sooner. He must have sensed it too. We have to find her before he does.”
For some reason, the hair stood on the back of my neck. I drew back further.
They were less than twenty feet away.
“Very well,” she murmured. “But I can’t leave until Ajax gets here.”
“He’s coming.” Rafael tilted his head to the side. “I’ll be safe. You may go now. This is urgent.”
Jerry wiggled and I glanced down, pushing him deeper into my pocket. When I looked up again, Rafael stood by himself next to a small cloud of smoke that had mysteriously appeared.
I couldn’t see Harmony anywhere.
I squinted, wondering where she’d run off to so quickly, but then Ajax suddenly bounded into view. He leapt up on his back legs, jumping at Rafael in an exuberant greeting.
Placing his hand on the dog’s head, Rafael laughed a little and dropped gracefully to one knee.
The animal nuzzled his ear.
It was a rather touching scene, and Rafael was distractingly handsome, but then suddenly, they both turned in unison and looked straight in my direction.
I froze.
I swear they stared for at least a minute. I was certain they could see right through the trees, and then Rafael rose to his feet. With a whistle, he strode away, Ajax prancing by his side.
Unnerved, I hurried back to the house.
“Good news, Sydney.” Betty smiled as I entered. She leaned over to snag a piece of paper from the printer next to her computer and handed it to me. “Jareth tickets! They just went on sale. He changed his schedule to come here in November. Can you believe it? He’s going to stay in Seattle for a while and record a new album.”
A cold shiver ran down my spine.
She watched me for a few seconds and then her face flooded with concern. “What is it, honey?”
Jerry wiggled, jolting me into action. I had to hide him before she discovered I was carrying a mouse in my pocket.
“Nothing,” I said, forcing a smile as I took the tickets. “I’m just a little tired. It’s been a busy weekend.”
She smiled in understanding and I escaped to my room.
As I tucked Jerry in his bed, I replayed the greenbelt scene in my mind again and again.
The names Zelphie and Marquis sounded unusual. What did he mean that Jareth had sensed something? People only talked like that in movies and books. And surely, it couldn’t be the same Jareth as in the singer Jareth?
And where had Harmony disappeared to? I mean, she had literally disappeared. I hadn’t heard her move away. There were dry leaves everywhere on the path. I should have heard something! I’d only glanced down a second and when I looked up, all I saw was Rafael and a fading puff of smoke!
But most of all, I couldn’t forget how Rafael and Ajax had stared in my direction. I knew with every fiber of my being that they had seen me.
I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was dreadfully wrong.
For all of Rafael’s good looks, he was creepy.
With the daylight of the next morning streaming through my window, the greenbelt incident didn’t seem nearly as sinister, and I all but forgot about it with the anxiety of going to a new school.
I kissed Jerry on the nose before I left. I felt I needed his support.
Al drove Grace and me to school in his truck. He was preoccupied, scribbling in his notebook at every stop sign. His ‘Battle Plan’, he called it. He dropped us off with a salute before heading to his job at the tire store down the street.
Telling myself that it was just another school, I followed Grace across the bridge. I was too nervous to stop and read the words. We didn’t talk as we walked up the hill and the long flight of stairs that led to the main entrance.
“Good morning, Grace.” An elderly, gray-haired man smiled at us. He was dressed in slacks and a black shirt with a priest collar.
“Good morning, Father.” Grace dipped a quick nod of respect.
“This must be Sydney,” the priest said pleasantly. “Welcome, child.”
I nodded a bit nervously, wondering how the man had remembered my name with the hundreds of kids behind me and the countless that had already entered. I paused for a minute, just listening to him rattle off the name of each kid as they walked by: John, Reese, Ellison, Maddie, Holly, Russ....
“What is it?” Grace asked.
I jumped, startled, and shook my head.
She frowned a little but took me inside and pointed to the admissions office. “They're waiting for you. See you at the bridge after school.”
Then she left.
Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the door, and poked my head inside.
It was fancy. It looked just like a private school in the movies. There were leather chairs with brass rivets, vases of fresh flowers, and large paintings on the walls. There was even a fireplace, but there was no fire burning in it.
I glanced around, wondering what to do, but then a woman dressed in khaki pants and a white blouse entered from a door in the corner of the room. She was tall, thin, and reminded me of an ostrich.
“You must be Sydney,” she greeted and came over to shake my hand. “I’m Sister Ann and we are so happy to have you here.”
The office door opened and a lanky, sandy-haired, freckle-faced boy about my age came into the room.
“This is Ellison. He’ll be your buddy the next few days.” Sister Ann continued, “You know, show you to your classes and things like that. He’s also in your mentor group, so I’m sure you’ll be friends in no time.”
Ellison flashed me a wide grin and held out his hand.
I shook it and swallowed nervously. So he was going to watch me for a few days. I didn’t like being shadowed. I preferred to hide in the background and fly under the radar.
“We are glad you are here, Sydney.” Sister Ann smiled at me again and then waved her hand in an obvious dismissal.
“Let’s go!” Ellison strode to the door and opened it for me with a bow. “We missed our mentor group meeting today, but I’ll introduce you to everyone tomorrow. We’ve got to hurry. It’s almost time for English.”
Holding my breath, I followed.
The boy oozed friendliness and he loved to talk. In fact, it seemed he couldn’t stop. He talked to everyone he met, about anything and everything, as he guided me up the steps and toward our classroom. He introduced me along the way, but there were so many kids that I lost track of their names.
I was relieved when I finally sat at my desk and didn’t have to smile at yet another kid that I knew I’d never remember.
The bell rang.
English was my favorite subject. I nervously wondered how I’d compare to the other students here.
“You’ll be used to this place in no time,” Ellison whispered loudly from the desk next to mine.
I tried to smile. It came out more like a grimace.
A rotund man with thinning hair entered the classroom and the chatter died.
“I’m your new substitute, Mr. Richards,” he introduced himself congenially, sitting on the edge of the desk. “I know that you say a prayer before each class, and since I’m not Catholic, can any of you help me out?”
There was a momentary pause before Ellison raised his hand. “I’d be very happy to show you how we pray here at Issaquah Catholic, Mr. Richards.”
“Very well.” The substitute teacher nodded. “Thank you, Mr. …?”
“Ellison Cunningham,” he replied, rising to his feet. With a solemn expression, he placed his hand over his heart and bowed his head.
The classroom fell silent and I lowered my eyes.
There was a lengthy pause and then Ellison intoned, “Dear Dark Lord Cthulhu—”
He didn’t get any further.
The entire classroom erupted into snickers.
I glanced nervously at the teacher, but the man’s lips were twitching.
Mr. Richards waited until the laughter died and then suggested, “Perhaps, you would like to try again, Mr. Cunningham?”
Grinning widely, Ellison bowed his head.
This time, the prayer was short and to the point.
I found myself smiling a little. But only for an instant, as I couldn’t let myself relax yet. I still had no idea what was in store for me.
The morning flew by.
I found the classes difficult to follow and I was overwhelmed. I’d have to study hard to catch up. I wasn’t sure I could do it.
I had science for the fourth period.
The teacher was Mrs. Kemensky. Ellison had warned me about her, saying she was slightly demented but lovable. She obviously loved cats. She had several framed photos of them on her desk and she wore a pink sweatshirt with a hand-painted kitten.
I listened to her lecture. At one point, she sidetracked into atoms, ions, and cations.
“Now, remember what you learned in your freshman year,” she said, taking her glasses off and putting them on the desk. Cupping her hands in front of her like paws, she hopped a little and hissed, “Cat-ions are paws-itive.”
The students groaned.
I wasn’t bold enough to smile on the outside though I smiled on the inside. I knew that one day I’d forget what a cation even was, but I’d certainly remember that a cation was positive.
Ellison picked me up for lunch, herding me into the cafeteria and through the line. As a subject of the foster care system, my lunches were free. It was a relief. I wouldn’t have to risk stealing anything.
I took my place at the table filled with a mixture of boys and girls that I’d met earlier and had already forgotten.
“Ah, the cliques,” Ellison said, taking a big bite of his bologna sandwich. “I forgot to tell you about them.”
I peered around the lunchroom. It was large. Floor-to-ceiling windows covered one wall and a series of vending machines and microwaves covered the other. A myriad of students lounged on large round tables and black plastic chairs.
Ellison began to rattle off the list of cliques as he pointed to each table with his sandwich. “The Potheads, Preps, Socially-Awkwards, Nerds, World-of-Warcrafters, Lax-Bros, and the Footballers.”
The World-of-Warcrafters sitting at the table next to us overheard him and smirked. A few stood up and did a little cheer while making signs of the letter W with their fingers.
“And, of course,” Ellison added with a cheeky grin, “the most epic and elite of all the groups: The Completely Awesomes. But, there’s only one member that qualifies for that one—Me.”
His friends groaned.
“Just kidding,” Ellison laughed. “We’re mostly Lax-Bros and a few resident nerds.”
It was easy to identify the two nerds. They were the only ones who didn’t have some form of a lacrosse symbol on their T-shirts or jackets.
Ellison was still speaking, “But don’t let us fool you. We’re just like the public schools, only we are sneakier.”
“Yeah!” One of the Lax-Bros said. “Instead of fighting upfront with our fists, we’ll accidentally whack you with a lacrosse stick on the back and say ‘sorry’.”
They all started laughing.
I couldn’t tell if they were joking or not, but decided not to pursue it. The conversation changed to an upcoming soccer game and they all invited me to go with them, several times.
“She’ll be there,” Ellison finally said. “You know Grace won’t miss it.”
There was something about the way he said her name that caught my attention. I glanced at him in surprise, but he grabbed his tray and left.
“Ellison’s in love with Grace,” someone whispered. “She never notices him. He spends all of his time writing poetry and songs—”
The bell interrupted us and Ellison reappeared to escort me to my next class.
The rest of the day passed in a blur.
I was overwhelmed. I was going to have to study until midnight each day to catch up. My head was pounding and finally the last bell rang and the day was over.
I felt completely drained.
Grace was waiting for me at the bottom of the bridge, and I was too tired to read the inspirational words in the cement. I made a mental note to read them in the morning as I climbed into Betty’s truck.
“How was school?” Betty asked as we drove away.
“It was school,” I said.
She smiled, but then, it seemed Betty smiled a lot.
We picked up some groceries and ran a few errands, arriving at home just as Al pulled up into the driveway.
I grabbed several grocery bags and headed toward the house when the trashcan in the driveway caught my attention.
My heart stopped.
Jerry’s cardboard box lay on top, tilted on its side. The old sweater I used for his bed was gone.
I dropped the groceries and glass shattered as I ran to the trash can.
“What is it?” I heard Betty ask.
I shook the box, turning it upside down, and began a frantic search.
I found the old sweater, but there was no sign of Jerry.
Tears threatening, I turned to my foster family standing in the driveway, “What did you do with him? Why did you touch my stuff?”
“I didn’t touch your things, honey,” Betty said, frowning. She looked at the box. “I just cleaned your room today and found that old box under the bed. I must have missed it before, looks like some mouse was trying to make a home there.”
I choked.
Jerry was gone.
Heartbroken and angry, I shouted with a shaking voice, “Don’t touch my things!”
They stared at me, obviously confused.
I was faintly aware of Rafael standing across the street, watching with his Doberman, but I didn’t care. I continued to shout, “Just because you’re helping an unwanted foster kid, it doesn’t mean that I don’t count! You still can’t touch my things! I’m still just as valuable as other people are and my feelings count too!”
I ran into the house, not even sure why I had said those things. I locked the door to my room and began a desperate search, but Jerry was long gone.
Finally, I sat on the floor, clutched my knees, and let the tears loose.
They knocked on my door, several times, but I ignored them.
At one point, I heard someone pushing something under the door. It was a piece of paper with cheese and crackers on it. I guess Betty was worried that I hadn’t had dinner, but there was no way I could eat a thing. I’d just lost my only friend. No, Jerry wasn’t just a friend. He was my family.
The thought of him being cold, hungry or eaten by a cat made me break down into a fresh bout of tears. I cried myself to sleep that night, crying harder for Jerry than I ever had for my mother.
The next morning, I appeared at the breakfast table with puffy eyes. The conversation was polite. No one mentioned the box or the events of the night before.
Later at school, as we walked up the sidewalk, Grace finally asked, “Are you okay?”
I wondered why she even bothered to ask. I was sure she didn’t even like me. I didn’t want to think of Jerry. I was tired of crying. “No,” I said shortly.
She just looked at me and shrugged.
I walked past the priest who greeted me by name, but I just ducked my head. I didn’t feel like talking to anyone.
Ellison met me at the entrance. I’m sure he noticed my swollen eyes, but he didn’t mention them. He took me to our mentor group meeting. It was strange. They didn’t do anything for half an hour other than talk to each other about their weekend plans. I didn’t understand the point of the meeting. I kept looking out the window, trying not to think of Jerry and his tiny paws.
School dragged on forever that day. I couldn’t concentrate. Everyone left me alone, and for that, I was grateful.
Finally, the last bell rang.
I gathered my mound of books and walked down to the truck, not even caring to read the inspirational words anymore.
No one spoke on the way home, and as soon as the engine stopped, I escaped to my room.
I clicked the lock shut and dumped my books on the bed. There was nothing to do but study. It was just as well. It would keep my mind off Jerry.
I had just opened my notebook when I heard a light tap on my bedroom window.
The form of someone tall stood outlined against the glass.
Startled, I leapt back, barely registering that it was Rafael. I almost screamed anyway.
“Sydney!” I heard his muffled voice. He was looking at me through the glass.
I stared in shock, wondering if Al knew he was there, but then I became distracted as I noticed Rafael was wearing blue eye shadow on his left eye. It wasn’t just a tiny touch of makeup; it was a bold artistic pattern that curved in a swirl around his eyebrow.
I kept staring, recalling the creepiness of the greenbelt incident again, when I saw something round and furry sitting on his shoulder.
It was Jerry, perched like a parakeet.
My heart stopped.
Rafael was saying something. I saw his lips moving, his expressive face frowning a little, and then he turned and walked away.
As he disappeared around the corner of the house, I ran out of my room, tripping over Betty’s boxes in the living room.
Where had he gone?
The front doorbell rang, but Betty was there before me.
“Good evening, Mrs. Mackenzie.” I heard Rafael’s silky voice float through the entrance. “I do believe I’ve found someone that belongs to Sydney.”
I pushed my way past Grace and Al to see Rafael raise his hand to his shoulder and Jerry promptly jump onto his finger like some kind of performing animal. With a graceful flourish, Rafael extended his hand in my direction.
“Pardon?” Betty finally found her voice.
I couldn’t blame her. Being presented with a mouse was strange enough, but having Rafael deliver it was even stranger. With his outrageously styled blond hair and blue makeup on one eye, he looked very much like a magician.
“This is Sydney’s mouse,” he explained easily, as if it were common to find lost mice every day. “I believe she was looking for him yesterday?”
Betty, Al, and Grace turned to me.
I swallowed and nodded, wondering if I were stuck in some bizarre dream.
“Oh!” Betty’s face suddenly flooded with understanding. “So, this is why you were so upset, honey? This is your mouse?”
“Come in,” Grace invited with a smile. “I’m Grace.”
Rafael obliged and introduced himself to Al and Grace while still holding Jerry.
Betty turned to me in obvious relief. “I didn’t know you had a pet, honey, now I see why you were so upset! Oh, I feel terrible! I didn’t mean to throw him away!”
“How did you find it?” Al asked Rafael, sounding very suspicious.
His question shook me out of my stupor. I wanted to know the same thing.
“By lucky chance,” Rafael replied smoothly. “I saw Sydney with Jerry in the woods a couple of days ago and when I came across a tame mouse this afternoon, I knew it wasn’t a coincidence. One does not come across tame mice very often.”
As his enigmatic gray eyes bore into mine, my heart stopped again.
“You saw Sydney in the woods?” Grace was asking with a frown.
I was terrified. There was something very wrong here. So he had seen me, but that didn’t bother me nearly as much as a new question suddenly springing to mind. Just how did he know Jerry’s name?
“Al, why don’t you run down to the store and pick this mouse up a cage,” Betty said. She was obviously very relieved. She turned to Rafael. “I don’t know how to thank you, young man. Sydney was distraught, I tell you, utterly distraught.”
“I know,” Rafael replied, looking straight at me. He stepped close and placed his elegantly shaped fingers on my wrist. Turning my hand over, he set Jerry gently in my palm and leaned down to murmur in my ear, “Jerry loves you dearly. He has no desire to be free. He prefers a cage—your cage.”
His eyes pierced mine and I felt a shiver run up my spine.
“What a sweet mouse,” Betty commented, cooing at Jerry along with Grace. “And how sweet of you, Rafael, to bring our Sydney’s mouse back home. I can’t thank you enough.”
Sweet was the farthest thing from my mind. I was becoming downright terrified. I felt the hair on my neck rising even as I clutched Jerry close to my heart.
“I must be going,” Rafael said and dipped in a slight bow to all of us.
With that, he was gone.
“Did you see how he bowed?” Al asked after Rafael had left and Betty had closed the front door. “That was a Japanese bow. I should know. I was stationed in Okinawa. He might be from Japan. I read that some of those young boys there wear makeup now.”
“He’s so nice,” Grace murmured, a little dreamy-eyed.
“I’m happy for you, Sydney,” Betty said, putting her arm around my shoulder. She frowned at Al. “Go to the store and get a cage, honey! We can’t have Jerry getting loose again.”
“Can I come with you?” I heard my voice asking.
Al nodded.
“We can discuss your battle plan on the way,” I continued.
His face split into a wide smile and he held the door open for me.
Yes, I was now firmly in Al’s camp. There was something very wrong with these neighbors, and I promised to devote all of my energy into helping him discover what it was.
Chapter Four - The Stealth-Twig
We went to a pet store and Al bought Jerry a big cage and even one of those hamster wheels that I’d always wanted to get him.
On the way home, we discussed his battle plan. It involved thorough surveillance and the documentation of evidence. He’d ordered a Camera Rock and a remote-controlled Stealth-Twig. Both transmitted live feeds that he could record on tape and view later. He was excited about the Stealth-Twig. It was a video camera disguised to look just like a branch with leaves, and he could control it with a remote while sitting in the kitchen.
I had to admit that it all sounded pretty interesting. I wondered if I could make the twig climb the wall of Rafael’s house and have it peer through his window.
When we got home, Al had Betty look up the tracking numbers of his camera shipments to see how far away they were from being delivered.
I lugged the cage to my room and began to set up Jerry’s new home.
Grace asked if she could help me.
It was a little awkward, having her in my room. I didn’t know what to say to her, but she was so kind to Jerry that I found myself warming up a little bit.
“He’s so cute!” she giggled, tickling Jerry under the chin. “It’s amazing that Rafael found him.”
I nodded as I filled the water bottle and clipped it onto the cage. It was such a roomy cage. I knew Jerry was going to be happy there.
“And Rafael…” Grace sighed. “He’s so handsome and he looks so good in makeup. I think all guys should wear makeup too. I mean, why is it just for women?”
It was the most I’d heard her say since my arrival, and I wondered if it meant she thought we were friends now.
“What happened in the woods?” she asked, gently setting Jerry in front of his wheel.
I wondered if I should tell her what had happened, but decided against it. It would sound crazy. “Nothing,” I said and scowled a little.
She didn’t believe me. I knew she was going to ask more questions, but then Betty called us for dinner.
I spent the remainder of the evening quite preoccupied. I tried not to think of Rafael, but it was hard not to. I didn’t understand how he could have known Jerry’s name, or the fact that I’d worried about the little mouse’s freedom. After all, I’d only said those things to Jerry himself.
I tried to study, but failed miserably.
Eventually, I was so tired that I stumbled to bed, and the last thing I remembered that night was smiling as I heard Jerry’s hamster wheel begin to squeak.
The next morning, I finally remembered to stop in front of the bridge to read the inspirational words:
Man’s greatness lies in his power of thought— Blaise Pascal
Strange quote to put on a bridge, I thought.
The day was a difficult one.
Mrs. Klemensky gave us a test that I know I failed. It put me in a bad mood for the rest of the day, and I spent every free minute hanging out in the library, studying.
After classes were out, Ellison followed me to the circular driveway where we waited for Betty. I knew he was just using me as an excuse to talk to Grace. Once they starting chatting, I moved to toss pebbles over the side of the bridge.
A stunningly gorgeous girl walked by, talking on her cell phone. Her hair was long, black, and silky and her brown eyes were huge, framed by exceptionally thick lashes. She wore a tailored blue jacket and white pants.
“Hey, Reese!” A boy ran up to her.
Reese flipped her shining hair over her shoulder and shot the boy a condescending look. She kept talking on her phone.
“Can I come to your party?”
She looked at him as if he were insane.
“Please?” the boy pleaded.
“I don’t think so.” Reese rolled her eyes a little, as she kept walking.
I felt sorry for him as he stared at his feet, crestfallen.
She talked on her phone the entire way to the parking lot before getting into a red convertible and driving away.
I sighed. She was definitely the kind of girl who belonged in a school like this.
That afternoon, UPS delivered Al’s cameras. I was tempted to peek at them before he got home, but I didn’t know if he would get mad at me. Instead, I took a break from studying and decided to do a little surveillance work on my own. I decided I would need a prop—anything that would look like a good excuse to hang out in front of the house and spy on Rafael.
My eyes fell on Tigger, snoring on the kitchen floor with his nose in his empty food dish.
I poked around a bit for a leash, but couldn’t find one. Betty was busy watching her bid on Ebay and Grace was practicing wall ball on the chimney so I settled for some twine I had found in one of Betty’s boxes. Tying the twine to Tigger’s collar, I put my foot on his belly and jiggled him awake.
He lifted his head with a grunt and patiently watched me attempt to move him for a few minutes before settling back down with a loud sigh. He drifted back to sleep.
I scowled at him.
I was about to abandon the idea of using him when I remembered a package of hot dogs in the refrigerator.
A hot dog in the pocket was enough to get Tigger out the door and down the driveway. At the mailbox, however, even the promise of a hot dog couldn’t entice him to take one more step.
“You’re a stubborn thing,” I snorted, giving in and handing him a sliver of meat.
He swallowed it and promptly sat down, deciding he was done with exercise.
I heard a car and looked up to see another fancy sports car, a red one this time, zoom down the street and slide into Rafael’s driveway.
A man and a woman got out of the car. Their hair was immaculate and their clothes the height of fashion. I didn’t have to be told that I was looking at Zelphie and Marquis.
Rafael came out of his front door and hugged them both in greeting. He looked genuinely pleased to see them, and I could hear the buzz of their excited voices, but couldn’t quite make out the words.
After a few minutes, they entered the house, but not before Rafael turned on the porch and sent a graceful wave my way.
I waved back, awkwardly, feeling my cheeks redden.
So much for my spying session, I had obviously been caught.
Glancing down at Tigger snoring at my feet I rolled my eyes. I must have looked stupid, standing at the edge of the driveway holding a piece of twine tied to the collar of a sleeping dog.
I didn’t have time to wallow in humiliation because just then Al came home. If he wondered what I was doing with Tigger, he didn’t mention it.
“Did we get the merchandise?” he asked conspiratorially as he hopped out of the truck.
I nodded and removed Tigger’s twine. The dog promptly rolled over on his back and began to snore. I left him there to enjoy what was sure to be a long nap and followed Al inside.
Sitting down at the kitchen table, I watched Al unpack the boxes. He unpacked the Stealth-Twig first and handed me the instructions. Grace and Betty announced that they were going to the store for ice cream, but neither Al nor I really noticed much. We were too engrossed in the new equipment.
It took an hour to set it all up and when darkness fell, we deployed our devices. We set the Camera Rock under the mailbox and placed the Stealth-Twig under the branches of the evergreens, training both lenses on Rafael’s house.
Betty returned and gave us each a bowl of ice cream topped with chocolate sauce. We sat at the kitchen table watching the video feeds and eating our treat in companionable silence.
Nothing happened.
None of them came out of the house, not even the Doberman.
It was a little disappointing, but Al told me to be patient, telling me these kinds of operations take time. Finally, after double-checking our equipment to make sure it was actually recording, we went to bed.
The next few weeks passed relatively event free.
Jerry loved his new cage. Since his escape, he’d learned a new trick of hopping on my finger and sitting there like a bird. It was adorable, but every time he did it, it reminded me of Rafael—and his blue eye shadow—as he stood in the doorway talking to Betty.
Al and I hadn’t procured any evidence yet.
We fell into a nightly routine of eating ice cream at the kitchen table as we scanned through the day’s video feed. At times, we’d move the cameras, but it was more to play with the remote controls than anything else. I spent all of my extra time studying at the kitchen table with one eye on the monitor, but after a while, I gradually quit looking because the tapes only revealed hours of Rafael’s empty front porch.
Math and Science became my new priority. I had always struggled with them both, but I was doing even worse in this school than usual. I studied every chance I could, even on the bleachers every day after school while I waited for Grace to finish her soccer practice.
One chilly afternoon, Ellison sat down next to me.
“Another penalty,” he said, shaking his head.
I looked up at him, confused, and drew my sweatshirt up around my neck to shut out the cold wind. It was almost Halloween and the weather was turning wet, cold, and gray.
Ellison pointed to the field to where Grace was kneeling on the sideline. I’d noticed that she spent most of the time during her games doing that, but I didn’t know why.
“She plays these sports like a boy. She’s always getting penalized and has to kneel on the sidelines.” Ellison grinned as he settled next to me. “But she’s a terror in the game, for as long as she’s in it. People just scatter out of her way. We’ve made it to State more than once because of her!”
He had a ridiculous grin on his face. I shook my head and asked bluntly, “Have you told her that you like her?”
Ellison blinked, obviously shocked. I almost told him that his feelings were hardly a secret, but felt a little bad as I watched his ears flame red.
“She’s … uh ... busy … and …” He fumbled for words.
I looked out to where Grace was still kneeling at the sidelines. I felt sorry for Ellison. I was pretty sure Grace had never thought of him as boyfriend material.
As if reading my mind, he asked in a rush, “Does she ever talk about me? You know, at home?”
I wanted to lie because he was such a nice kid. But Maya had been lying to herself for years and it never did us any good. “No,” I said, shaking my head.
I knew Grace was infatuated with Rafael. She spent every afternoon hanging out with her soccer ball in the front yard waiting for her chance to wave when he zipped by in his car. He would flutter his long fingers in reply and that three-second encounter was enough to give her a dreamy expression as she floated through the house on her tiptoes the rest of the evening.
“Does she like someone else?” Ellison asked.
I winced. I’d hoped he wouldn’t ask that. Forcing myself to be truthful, I replied, “She has a crush on our neighbor.”
“Neighbor?” he asked, sitting up straighter.
“Yeah. A guy named Rafael,” I said. I tapped my pencil on my paper in an uncomfortable gesture. “He wears makeup.” I winced again, not even sure why I had added that.
His brows yanked up into his hairline.
There was a long silence between us, and then he leaned closer to look at my homework.
“Need help with that?” he asked.
I sighed. “I’m pretty sure I’m beyond help.”
“I’d be happy to tutor you, you know,” he offered. “I can drop by your house for a couple of hours and help out. I’ll talk to Betty about it.”
I didn’t say anything. I’d be grateful for the help, but I knew he was more interested in checking out Rafael than tutoring math and science.
Betty was delighted to have Ellison over and he followed us home in his yellow Volkswagen Beetle. Surprisingly, he was a good teacher. He sat at the kitchen table for a half hour or so and gave me a few patient explanations before disappearing out front to talk to Grace. I didn’t mind. Even in that short amount of time, he’d helped me out quite a bit.
I made myself some hot chocolate and watched them through the kitchen window for a few minutes. They made an odd couple. While Ellison was technically bigger than she was, Grace looked like she could easily beat him up. They were talking and laughing a little as they knocked the soccer ball back and forth.
I was about ready to sit down again to study when Rafael drove up the street in his expensive Bentley.
Grace stopped mid-sentence and began to wave vigorously.
Rafael’s window zipped down and he waved with a polite smile. Even from the kitchen, I could see he was wearing the blue-patterned eye shadow again today.
It was perversely fun to watch Ellison’s mouth drop open.
Chuckling a little, I returned to my books.
Halloween arrived, along with an endless supply of rain. Neelu had been right. The weather in Seattle was definitely shifting toward the gray side. But nothing could dampen my mood. I was fairly pleased with myself. I’d gotten my first C in Math. I still had solid D’s in Science, but I was working on it.
Betty decorated the house for Halloween and bought bags of lollipops for the trick-or-treaters, but at the last minute, she and Al received an invitation to a Halloween party and Grace decided to tag along. I volunteered to stay home and hand out candy to the endless parade of witches, pirates, and celebrity look-a-likes. I didn’t like dressing up and attending parties. Besides, Jerry and I enjoyed staying home by ourselves.
I hung out at the kitchen table and let Jerry poke around the empty candy wrappers to sniff around for fun. I tossed a few peanuts into the candy bowl and let him sniff around in the mix to find them, always remembering to remove him before offering the candy to the kids. Somehow, I didn’t think they would appreciate seeing a mouse crawl all over their candy, but I thought it was funny, and I was sure Jerry was cleaner than most of their fingers, anyway.
Each time someone would knock on the door, I’d open it up with a cackle or witchy laugh. It was great fun and I ended up going through almost all of the candy by the second hour. It was surprising, because Betty had gotten quite a few big bags of the stuff. I was poking around in her Ebay area for other cheap things to distribute when I heard a sharp rap on the door.
Scooping Jerry out of the bowl, I prepared my evil laugh and opened the door.
The cackle died on my lips.
A tall, lean young man with long black hair lounged against the porch railing, just outside the circle of porch light. I couldn’t see his face very well. His shirt, pants, and knee-length boots were all black as well as his magician’s cape with a huge twelve-inch collar. A live white pigeon perched on his shoulder.
The bird turned its head to the side and fixed me with a baleful stare that made the hair on my neck stand up.
Suddenly, I felt afraid. I leaned back and said loudly over my shoulder to the empty room, “Yes, Dad, I’ll be right there.”
The young man just watched me and I had a feeling he knew I was bluffing. He dipped his hand in his pocket, withdrew a coin, and began to flip it over his knuckles.
We stared at each other for several interminable seconds, and then he stepped into the light and I could see a smirk on his lips. His eyes were bright blue and rimmed with black eye shadow in a way that reminded me of Rafael.
“Here’s your candy,” I said, shoving a lollipop at him before deciding to slam the door in his face.
He was faster than I was. He blocked the door with his arm and was partially inside before he stated, rather than asked, “May I come in ...”
“No!” I swallowed. A wave of fear rushed through me. I tried to slam the door, but he kept his arm there, forcing it to remain open. I know I must have hurt him, but he didn’t even blink.
“Who is it, Sydney?”
I almost jumped out of my skin to hear Rafael’s voice coming from behind me. I whirled to see him casually stepping toward me from the living room. Ajax, his Doberman, prancing at his side.
The dark-haired stranger tensed.
The white pigeon made a squawking sound and ruffled its feathers.
Ajax growled.
Rafael locked gazes with the young man for what felt like an eternity and then, without a word, the stranger whirled on his heel and strode away into the darkness.
My knees suddenly felt weak and I would have collapsed if Rafael hadn’t caught my arm. He locked the door, half-carried me to the kitchen, and gently pushed me onto a chair.
“Who was that—” I began, but cut myself short upon spying Rafael’s appearance.
He was dressed in the oddest Halloween costume I’d ever seen. It was a creation of scarves and feathers artistically arranged over a silvery-glittered bodysuit of some kind. One sleeve was missing to draw attention to his well-muscled arm. His hair was standing on end in an almost two-foot radius from his head, interwoven with a fantastic array of feathers. Silver streaks adorned his eyes along with heavy black eyeliner. I couldn’t decide if he looked like he’d just stepped out of a masked ball or an over-the-top rock concert.
Ajax yawned and it was then that I noticed he sported glitter on his muzzle.
“He won’t come back,” Rafael was saying. “There is no need to worry.”
I just stared at them, but then suddenly frowned. A shiver ran down my spine. “How did you get in here?” I asked.
“I thought everyone had gone to the party, but then I saw the back door wide open and came in to make sure all was well,” he replied easily enough.
I began to nod, but then caught myself and insisted, “But I was home giving out candy!” I also knew quite well that I had closed and locked the back door.
“Were you? I hadn’t noticed.” He leaned against the kitchen table and looked down at me from under long, black lashes. “I was in the greenbelt. I just wanted to make sure the house was safe. We are neighbors, after all.”
My frown deepened. I knew he was lying. I was pretty sure he knew that I knew it too, but I didn’t want to press the fact. I was grateful that he had shown up when he did. Just thinking of that stranger gave me chills. “Who was he?” My voice caught a little.
“No one important,” he said. “He won’t come back here.”
There was a hard edge to his voice and I knew I wasn’t getting any more out of him.
At that moment, Jerry decided to wiggle out of my pocket and crawl across the kitchen table.
“I was just going to ask you how Jerry has fared of late.” Rafael’s handsome face broke into a charismatic smile as he held out a long finger and Jerry hopped onto it. Then he looked at me and added, “Forgive my rudeness, I meant to ask how you have been as well.”
I stared at him. Fared? Who talked like that? I found myself asking, “Where are you from?”
He didn’t reply immediately. He concentrated on gently petting Jerry’s head, smiling down at the mouse for several long moments before quietly asking, “May I know why you ask that?”
I suddenly felt nervous. “Well, it’s just the way you talk, you know. It’s just …”
“Yes?” He prompted gently, his eyes still focused on the mouse.
“Stilted. Odd. I mean, foreign. Kind of British, I guess.” It wasn’t true. I actually thought he kind of sounded like he was from a seventeenth century novel—though at the moment he looked a bit like a rock star crossed with an alien—but I couldn’t bring myself to say that.
“Ah, I see,” he replied, his alluring eyes studying mine carefully. “I’m from many places.”
I waited, expecting him to continue, but he didn’t.
Instead, he tickled Jerry under the chin, handed him back to me, and said, “I must be going then. Be well.”
As if he understood, Ajax dutifully wagged his tail stub at me. I followed Rafael toward the door, not really wanting to be alone in case that stranger did come back.
There was a knock and I jumped.
Rafael sent me warm smile of reassurance and opened the door.
Harmony stood on the porch, along with whom I had assumed were Zelphie and Marquis. They were all dressed in scarves and feathers of various colors with heavy makeup. All of them looked at Rafael in open concern.
“Everything is fine,” Rafael assured them quickly. He moved his fingers in several quick motions and they all visibly relaxed.
Zelphie turned her attention to me. “I’ve been remiss in introducing myself to you, child,” she said, her eyes crinkling with friendliness. “I beg your forgiveness.”
She was tall and thin, her eyes were the same gray as Rafael’s. In fact, she looked very much like him, but it could have been all the feathers, scarves, and silver eye shadow.
“This is Zelphie, my mother.” Rafael bowed a little at her before bowing in the same manner to Marquis. “And this is my father, Marquis.”
Marquis was different. I don’t know what it was about him that made my flesh crawl, but it did. He didn’t seem related to Rafael at all. He was smaller, almost delicate looking, with a wispy mustache and eyes that I didn’t trust.
“I’m Sydney,” I said, holding out my hand a bit uncomfortably.
They both stared at my hand for several seconds before understanding dawned in their eyes. They both hurried to shake it at once. The whole affair was very awkward.
“Then I must be going.” Rafael bowed at me a little and joined his family on the porch.
“It was nice meeting you,” I said, hanging on the door. I really didn’t want to be left alone.
I watched them walk across the street, through a small cloud of mist in the center of the road, and into their house before I closed the door, locked it, and turned off the porch light.
I was done with giving out candy.
I made a pass through the house and checked the locks on all the doors and windows. I nearly tripped over Tigger snoring in the hall. I shook my head. Some guard dog he was. Jerry offered more protection than he did.
I opened my bedroom door and flipped on the light. I jumped a little. There were wisps of mist in my room. Beads of moisture ran down the mirror. My room looked like a sauna. Why was it so humid all of a sudden? Frowning, I dumped Jerry in his cage.
There had been mist on the street as well. That was understandable; it was a cold, drizzly day. But I couldn’t brush off the fact that I was seeing mist in my room even though the window was closed.
Suddenly, I recalled the Stealth-Twig.
I flew to the kitchen, my heart pounding. I rewound the tape and started watching. There were tons of kids skipping on the street, all dressed in their costumes. I fast-forwarded it to where the stranger appeared.
He stood in front of the house, studying it for some time and staring almost directly into the camera for a good couple of minutes before moving toward the porch and outside of the camera’s view. Several minutes passed, when he was apparently tormenting me at the door, and then I saw him walking back into the view of the camera. He paused in the middle of the street, looking angry, making a disturbing chopping motion with his hand as the bird ruffled its feathers from its perch on his shoulder.
On tape, he looked vaguely familiar, but I didn’t know why. He was such a bizarre character that I was sure I had never seen him before. I watched him, searching my memory for any clue as to why I thought I knew him, when it happened.
He simply disappeared.
Where he had been drifted puffs of white mist.
I rewound the tape and watched him disappear into thin air and a cloud of mist pop up at least a dozen times before Al and Betty came home. Grace had decided to stay the night with some friends.
My mind was screaming that what I was seeing on tape was impossible. Were they really vanishing? Or had they turned into clouds of mist?
Still in shock, I waited for Al to take off his costume. He had dressed up as General Patton, so it didn’t take long for him to remove the replica Purple Heart and row of medals pinned to his fatigues.
“Take a look at this tape.” I cleared my throat and shoved the screen his way as he sat down.
“Did we get something?” His eyes lit up. He rubbed his hands in anticipation.
I managed a grunt.
I sat across the table, watching his face as he viewed the video. When he got to the part where the stranger disappeared, he frowned. His thick brows burrowed into a trench as he rewound the tape several times.
I felt an ominous chill sweep through me.
“Well,” he finally said, leaning back and folding his arms. “This only means one thing!”
“What?” I croaked. My heart was pounding.
He got up, still frowning. “This camera is defective! It’s already dropping the signal. I can’t believe that they’d actually try to market this as top-rated spy equipment! From now on, I’m only buying equipment made in the U.S. of A!”
I watched him stalk to the living room, calling for Betty to look up the return policy on the Stealth-Twig, but I knew he was mistaken. There was nothing wrong with the camera.
The stranger had really disappeared.
I watched the video several more times before Al came back to pack it away. Apparently, he had to mail it the next morning to get his money back.
Escaping to my room and still in a daze, I sat down on the bed, listening to the soft squeaks of Jerry’s hamster wheel. Gradually, my numbness wore off and I grabbed my science notebook. Finding a blank page, I wrote down the question What are they? And underneath that, I jotted down A cloud of mist appears after they disappear.
That meant Harmony had disappeared in the greenbelt incident, as improbable as it sounded.
I brushed aside questions of my sanity and kept on writing.
They talk strangely because they aren’t human was my next sentence.
Jerry began to run in earnest, making his cage vibrate and inch across the dresser. I watched his little feet zooming along and then a new thought struck me.
And then I wrote They can talk to animals or read their minds.
That would definitely explain how Rafael had known Jerry’s name.
I shivered.
How many of them were there? Were they aliens? If they could disappear, what else could they do?
I eyed the list again. Using this logic, the fact that my room had been drenched in moisture meant that Rafael had materialized in my bedroom. He hadn’t needed a door.
I did panic then.
Stuffing my notebook into my backpack, I left my room and found Betty and Al.
“Anyone want to watch a movie?” I asked. My voice was a little high-pitched. I didn’t want to be alone.
Betty looked up and smiled. “Sure, honey.”
Since he had to work in the morning, Al declined. Telling us both good night, he went to bed.
I found some random movie on TV and sat next to Betty, but within the hour, she was snoring softly with her feet propped up on the coffee table.
I couldn’t sleep. I stayed up all night. Feeling a little guilty about not waking Betty up to go to bed, I got her a blanket and covered her up on the couch. I couldn’t bring myself to wake her up. I didn’t want to be alone.
When I heard Al’s alarm clock buzz, I went to the kitchen and started his coffee.
He didn’t say much when he came into the kitchen. He wasn’t much of a morning person, but he smiled at the coffee. Picking up his packaged cameras, he left the house.
Shortly afterwards, someone dropped Grace off. As she walked up the driveway, I suddenly didn’t feel like talking to anyone. Exhausted, I stumbled to my room and lay down on the bed. Since it was daylight I felt safer, even though I knew it probably made no difference. My eyes were burning from lack of sleep, so I closed them and tried to think of what to do next. And then my thoughts faded, and I must have drifted off to sleep because when I opened my eyes again it was early evening.
“Good evening, Sleepyhead,” Betty greeted me as I entered the kitchen. “Grab a bun, honey. The hamburgers are ready.”
Grace was reading a book at the table. She looked up and gave me her customary grunt of recognition and I nodded in return.
“Did you get a lot of visitors last night?” Betty asked as she plopped a juicy burger onto my plate.
I briefly wondered if I should tell her about the dark-haired stranger, but Tigger decided to let out a bark and it distracted all of us. He rarely expended the effort to bark. I’d only heard him do it twice before, and on both occasions it was due to the fact I hadn’t given him a bite of my dinner. This time, he was staring at the front door.
Someone knocked.
Feeling a rising panic, I shivered and eyed the butcher knives as Betty made her way toward the door.
It was the FedEx man. He didn’t come nearly as often as the UPS guy did, but when he did, he always brought a doggie cookie for Tigger.
With the mystery solved, I relaxed and returned to my hamburger, watching the bloodhound munch his treat. Betty exchanged light-hearted gossip with the FedEx man as she signed for an envelope.
Grace yawned and turned the page of her book.
“It’s for you, Sydney.” Betty smiled when she returned. She tossed the cardboard envelope onto the table.
I eyed it suspiciously.
“What is it?” Grace asked after a few moments. “Aren’t you going to open it?”
Frowning a little, I pulled the tab and shook the contents out. Several glossy sheets of paper slid out onto the kitchen table. I could see big, bold letters, “Congratulations! You Have Won Two VIP Backstage Passes To Jareth!”
Grace and I squealed at the same time.
“You lucky girls!” Betty laughed, picking up the envelope to throw it away. Something fell on the floor. She picked it up and said, “Oh, there was still something in there, honey.”
It was a folded white card. I opened it up and nearly fainted.
It was a personally signed photo of Jareth.
As Grace shrieked in delight, I immediately lost all interest in seeing him.
Now I knew why the dark-haired stranger on the porch last night looked familiar. I was looking directly at him in the photo. There was no mistake. The eyes and the makeup were the same.
I was freaking out. Why would Jareth, the most famous rising rock star in the country, try to push his way into my house on Halloween?
“What is it, Sydney?” Betty asked with a note of concern. She had been watching my reaction.
I almost told her, but it would have sounded too crazy. Instead, I shook my head. “Just tired.”
Grace snagged the picture from my hand and I let her have it.
I ate my hamburger, lost in thought. Maybe Jareth had been drugged out. That would explain his odd behavior of trying to push his way into a random stranger’s house. It wouldn’t be the first time a celebrity had done something like that. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t come up with an explanation of how he had disappeared into a puff of mist.
I washed the dishes, volunteering to do Grace’s part as well so she’d leave me alone. She skipped outside to play soccer and to wait for Rafael to drive by. Betty sat down to read a book in the family room. As soon as I was finished washing the dishes, I decided to google Jareth.
Sitting down in front of the computer, I began the almost impossible task of finding any real information about him. There were so many photos of him plastered everywhere and tons of magazine articles, all claiming to have the exclusive scoop on Rock’s Latest Sensation, but it was all marketing, filled with what parties he had attended, what he wore, what he ate, and who might be his latest girlfriend. There was nothing real.
A short time later, Al came home with free movie passes a customer at the tire shop had given him. Everyone tried to convince me to go, but I was too engrossed in my research. I had to know more about Jareth.
“Just leave her alone, honey,” Betty said, sending Al a knowing smile. “She just won special passes to the Jareth concert and they put her into a Jareth mood.”
Al squinted over my shoulder at the full-body shot of Jareth I had up on the screen. He was dressed in black pants with no shirt, his muscular abs exposed, his arms widespread, and his hair blowing in all directions with his eyes ringed in black eyeliner and streaked with silver eye shadow.
“Reminds me of that neighbor kid, Rafael,” Al grunted.
I glanced at Al in surprise. I was beginning to think that underneath that gruff exterior he was actually quite perceptive.
He tousled my hair before throwing one arm around Betty and the other around Grace to herd them out the door.
I returned to my research.
I didn’t really know what I was looking for, but I knew there had to be something odd out there, somewhere, about Jareth. I immersed myself in reading the forums and it was some time before I realized that I was alone once again. As soon as that thought crossed my mind, I grew uncomfortable.
I was just about ready to turn the computer off and escape to my room, when I saw a strange entry on one of the forums.
The subject heading read: “Jareth doesn’t exist! It’s a conspiracy!”
Chapter Seven - Jareth Doesn’t Exist!
Shivering a little, I clicked on the discussion titled Jareth doesn’t exist! it’s a Conspiracy!
It was an entry dated about three weeks ago and posted by someone named “Jung Lin - in Covina, CA”. Written as one big paragraph, it was difficult to comprehend. On my third pass of trying to understand it, I began to read it aloud to myself in little chunks:
Jareth doesn’t really exist. He appeared out of nowhere six months ago and had someone cleverly fake a background to make it seem as if he has been here all along when he really hasn’t been. There’s no real record of him before six months ago. I went to the school that he was supposed to have attended and he was never there. None of us remembers him. His agent won’t answer me anymore. As a journalist, I can smell a rotten story a mile away and this one reeks. I tracked him down and when I asked him about the fake school record, he ended the interview abruptly and I was fired from my job on the next day! But he picked the wrong woman to do this to!
There was a whole line of those frowning-face emoticons, followed by a line of exclamation points in bold. Then, some very strange sentences began. Ones that sent chills down my spine.
I started following him. He isn’t human. He can disappear into a cloud. He can make things appear out of the air. He can talk to animals. He meets with other beings that mysteriously appear out of thin air. Every one of them adds Equal to their water before drinking it. They never touch anything metallic. It seems to cause them problems. I managed to overhear one of their conversations once and they said that the Snake Brotherhood is causing problems and that they can’t find a Fate Tracker named Melody. He said it had to do something with the mysterious ‘blue-thread’ that suddenly appeared and Jareth said these words, and I quote directly: ‘My rival is shrouding my sight. Why is he down here on Earth and why won’t the Inner Circle get rid of him?’ Then that bird flew over me. It landed on Jareth’s shoulder and whispered in his ear. I know that blasted pigeon told him where I was because he stopped talking abruptly and started running toward me and I barely managed to escape.
I swallowed and quit reading aloud.
At this point, Jung Lin started talking more about the Snake Brotherhood. I clicked on all the reference links and discovered it referred to a race of reptilian beings that have been secretly controlling the Earth from the fifth dimension for thousands of years. They allegedly built the Pyramids and some claimed that present day rulers in some rich countries were really reptiles. Apparently, it was quite a popular conspiracy theory on the internet.
I frowned, not certain what to think about it.
I turned my attention to researching “The Inner Circle”, but my searches brought up mostly musicians and self-help groups. I doubted they had anything to do with Jareth.
Scanning the first part of the entry again, I grabbed my science notebook. Since Jung had mentioned that these beings disappear into clouds and talk to animals, I figured I must at least consider the rest of her data in my research. I quickly jotted down the following:
Per Jung Lin, they do the following -
Drink Equal in water - unconfirmed
Don’t touch metal, causes problems - unconfirmed
Jareth arrived on Earth six months ago - unconfirmed
Jareth has a rival - musician?
Melody - person of interest?
Snake Brotherhood - need to research
Inner Circle - need to research
Blue-Threads - need to research
Fate Tracker - need to research
I stared at the page, tapping my pencil when, again, the thought crossed my mind that I was alone in the house.
I reached over and turned on Betty’s radio, but they were talking about Jareth’s upcoming concert and I nearly knocked over the computer in my attempt to change the station. I found one playing classical music and managed a deep breath as the sounds of a harp filled the room.
Deciding it was getting too dark, I got up to flip all the lights on in the living room, kitchen, and hall, before returning to the computer and reaching a sudden decision. I was going to respond to Jung Lin’s message. Maybe I could get her to talk to me. She might have more information.
I created a fake username of “Tigger” and posted “I’ve seen them disappear into mist too.” I didn’t say anything else. I hit reply, but an immediate message popped up on the screen. It said: “This discussion has been removed. It’s no longer valid.”
Frowning, I hit refresh and searched through the list of entries.
The discussion was no longer there.
I kept hitting refresh and searched for any traces of the thread for a good fifteen minutes, but it was as if Jung Lin’s entry had never existed.
Recalling that she’d been located in Covina, California, I thought googling her directly might be worth a try.
It didn’t take long.
I found the link near the bottom of the first page of results.
“Local Journalist Found Dead in Apartment.”
It was Jung Lin. It had happened just five days ago.
I looked at the screen in complete shock.
Suddenly, the doorbell rang and I screamed. Searching for a weapon to defend myself, I seized a pair of scissors.
The doorbell rang again.
Shaking, I crept up to the window and peered outside.
It was Ellison. He was surprised when I opened the door and hugged him.
“What are you doing here?” I asked, but rushed to add, “Never mind, I’m glad you are!”
Ellison grinned and walked inside. “Yeah, Betty texted me and asked if I wouldn’t mind dropping by to check on you. She thinks you’ve been a little freaked out since Halloween.”
I laughed a little nervously and hid the scissors behind my back. “Nah, not really. I’m used to being by myself.”
Ellison bent and scratched Tigger’s belly before straightening and holding out a small white stone. “What are these? I found quite a few outside in the yard. Kind of cool looking.” He tossed it to me.
Still clutching my weapon, I couldn’t move fast enough to catch it and the stone bounced off my nose. Ellison laughed as I sheepishly revealed the scissors and set them on the table. He stooped, picked up the stone, and dropped it into my palm.
It was small, polished, and pearly white. I turned it over and saw a strange symbol burnt into it that looked like a triangle with some loops inside it. It was actually quite pretty.
“Never seen it before,” I mumbled.
“Must be from Halloween,” he said. “Probably part of a kid’s costume.”
I touched the stone with my index finger. “Where was it?” I asked, curiously.
Ellison led me outside to the edge of the yard. It was dark and hard to see, but he had a miniature flashlight on his key ring. He shined the beam back and forth around the mailbox.
“Over here, about a dozen,” he said. He flicked the light and then added, “Oh, a few more over here too.”
“What about over there?” I asked, pointing to something white glistening in the streetlight.
We walked closer to the streetlight and found even more white stones. A line of them led toward the greenbelt. Neither of us said anything as we searched through the darkness. We didn’t stop until we had discovered the entire yard was ringed with them and if you dug in the dirt with your heel, there were even more.
“Odd,” Ellison said. He was no longer laughing.
We went back inside, sat at the kitchen table, and looked more closely at the handful of stones we had just picked up. They were all white, of different sizes, but all of them had the triangle and loops burned on one side.
“Let’s look this symbol up,” Ellison suggested, moving to Betty’s computer.
We spent the next hour sifting through tons of images. There were lots of triangles, but nothing with the swirls inside them.
After a while, I got bored and went to the kitchen to make ice cream sundaes. Tigger followed me hopefully as I brought our ice cream back to the living room and sat down.
“Here it is!” Ellison laughed suddenly and popped his knuckles. “Yeah, must be a kid joke. It’s a fairy rune.”
“Fairy rune?” I peered closely at the screen.
There it was, a picture of a triangle with swirls, exactly matching the white stones sitting on the desk.
“Yeah.” Ellison wolfed down his ice cream. “It’s a fairy protection rune. It means protection from fire or something like that. The kids must have tossed them around your yard as a Halloween prank. A little weird, but you know how kids are. What do you think?”
I glanced at the screen and back at one of the stones. It didn’t look like a toy to me. It was beautiful and for some reason it made me feel good. I didn’t have to say anything, because at that moment Al’s truck pulled up the driveway.
“Oh, it’s getting late,” Ellison said, glancing at his watch. “I meant to pick up Betty’s birthday present tonight and drop it off, but I’ll have to do it next week.”
“Birthday?” I asked, dumping my uneaten ice cream in the sink. “It’s Betty’s birthday?”
“Yeah, her birthday is tomorrow—” he began, but cut himself short as Grace came in and he began to chat with her about the movie instead.
I felt bad. I hadn’t known it was her birthday. Tomorrow was Monday and school. I’d have little time to find her a present, and I didn’t have any money. I liked Betty. She’d been pretty nice to me, actually. It was because of her that Jerry had a nice cage. Suddenly, I didn’t want to be the only one who didn’t give her a present.
As Betty joined Grace and Ellison to talk about the movie, I sidled up to Al.
“Hey, can you drop me off after school somewhere tomorrow so I can get Betty a present?” I asked. I knew I didn’t have any money, but I had my trusty shoplifting skills. I winced a little. I was feeling guiltier about that by the day.
“I’ll be working late, kiddo,” he replied, but pointed to Betty’s keys. “You can borrow the truck.”
I flushed a little and looked at my feet. I was almost eighteen, and I still didn’t have my license. Ashamed, I admitted, “I can’t drive.”
“You can’t drive yet?” Al asked, obviously surprised. “Well, we are going to have to fix that right away. Driving is a basic skill. In my house, you have to learn the basic survival skills! Grace, what are the Mackenzie Basic Survival Skills?”
Grace rolled her eyes a little, but stopped her conversation with Ellison to rattle off, “First aid, driving automatic and stick, self-defense, water purification, fire-building, shelter construction, recognizing edible plants, and grilling the ultimate American burger!”
Ellison grinned.
“And what does ‘STOP’ mean?” Al asked, nodding proudly.
“Stop, Think, Observe, and Plan,” she said, sniggering a little with Ellison.
“And, what are the basic threes?” He raised his brows at his daughter.
“A human can survive three minutes without air, three hours in the snow without shelter, three days without water, and three weeks without food.” She sent me a commiserating smile.
“And, the most important rule?” Al held up his finger, waiting.
“When complete secrecy and trust is required, use the Mackenzie Covert Code Phrase: ‘Can you get me some of those Blue Pickles?’” Grace giggled.
“Well done, soldier!” Al gave her a salute and then turned to peer down at me. “It looks like we’ll have to start our little Sydney’s basic training immediately! On the way home tomorrow, I’ll pick up a driver’s guide for you to study. We’ll get this transportation situation cleared up and get you independent ASAP!”
I nodded, a little intimidated, but feeling a glow of warmth at his words “our little Sydney”. No one had ever called me that before. I was strangely misty-eyed.
“Betty, can you drop this girl off at the store after school?” Al continued. “She can take the bus home.”
I nodded, pleased. I didn’t tell him I didn’t have money for the bus fare, but it didn’t matter. I figured I could walk. I would pick a big store that wasn’t too far away.
“Of course, honey,” Betty replied, sending me a warm smile.
I was grateful that she didn’t ask why. But then Betty never pried. In fact, she had respected my space and had never forced me into awkward conversations. Suddenly, I realized I’d grown quite fond of her. I was going to steal a really nice present.
Jung Lin, her strange comments, and the mysterious stones kept my thoughts preoccupied the next morning. I stumbled around the house looking for my books and then searching for my sweatshirt before finally making it out the door. We had almost left the neighborhood when I suddenly remembered I had forgotten my backpack. Betty was kind enough to return for it. It would have been a disaster to forget it, as I planned to use it to shoplift her present after school.
Back at the house again, I retrieved my backpack. Then on the way to the truck for the second time, I picked up a few fairy runes from the grass and stuck them in my pocket. I found them comforting, though I didn’t know why.
The school day passed uneventfully. My mind continually wandered between Jung and my shoplifting plans. I spent so much time trying to justify stealing Betty’s present that I actually considered nixing the whole plan.
Finally, the last bell rang and I headed to the bridge where Grace and Ellison were already waiting. They were talking, or it was more like Ellison was talking nonstop while Grace listened, but she didn’t seem to mind. In fact, if I hadn’t known about her crush on Rafael, I’d have sworn she had a small one on Ellison.
I was nervous. I hated thinking about shoplifting too much before I did it. It was bad luck. Though only caught twice for shoplifting, both times were for items that I had plotted for in advance. A little aggravated, I kicked the engraved letters on the sidewalk and then moved to the gravel on the side of the bridge and kicked that too. A clod of mud arched into the air. There was a plopping sound followed by an enraged squeal.
I jerked around to see Reese, the girl who looked like she belonged in a private school.
Reese stared at me with a livid expression.
Then, I saw the glop of mud dribbling down her pale yellow skirt. My eyes widened. Obviously, it was a very expensive skirt. I quailed at the thought that I would have to pay for it.
“I just bought this!” Reese snapped at me. “And I’m on my way to a party!”
“I’m sorry,” I said, clearing my throat. “It was an accident.”
“You obviously don’t think! Aren’t you too old to be playing in the mud?” Her eyes raked me from head to toe and then narrowed. “Wait a minute. Aren’t you that charity-case kid?”
“Charity-case kid?” I repeated, frowning a little.
“Yeah, the stupid one who wears trash from discount stores?” Her tone was highly disdainful.
I was actually used to comments like this, but I blushed anyway.
“Oh, look. Isn’t that Reese?” I heard Ellison’s voice from close behind me. “Isn’t she that girl with the botched nose job?”
“Yeah! She’s the one who can’t smile anymore because of all that Botox.” Grace giggled from my other side.
Reese’s fine nostrils flared and she lifted her chin, but it trembled a little.
“Looks like someone should tell Sister Ann that Reese has been wearing super-short skirts again, breaking the rules!” Ellison continued. “Yeah, she’ll probably be followed around again for month like last time and have her skirt measured every day at lunch. Reese must have liked all that special attention.”
Reese eyed all three of us and then rolled her eyes. “Whatever!”
Angrily, she clicked away in her heels toward her red sports car, got in, and slammed the door.
Ellison snickered. “That was fun!”
Grace punched me on the arm in a chummy gesture.
Suddenly, it was difficult to swallow, and I was strangely misty-eyed again. That was twice in less than twenty-four hours. I asked, “Why … did you do that?”
“No one can stand her.” Grace shrugged.
“But everyone wants to go to her party!” I frowned, shaking my head. “That’s all I hear them talking about.”
“Nah! The only ones who want to go are those incapable of original thought.” Ellison laughed. “Can you imagine how boring her party would be?”
He jumped on the bridge railing, struck a pose, and shrilled in a high voice, “Everyone, look at my new skirt. Isn’t it epically awesome? It’s one of a kind, like, made only for me! And everyone, look at my nails! Omigosh! So the first stylist was so lame I had to get them redone pronto—“
“’Pronto’?” Grace interrupted with a laugh. “What century is ‘pronto’ from? Reese wouldn’t even know the word! And ‘epically awesome’ is only something a boy would say!”
I found myself smiling as Ellison jumped off the railing with a grin. “Sorry, it’s hard to be that stupid. I keep forgetting her vocabulary only comes from Teen Vogue.”
I knew it was a little mean-spirited, but I couldn’t help giggling.
“Oh, look! Mom’s here,” Grace said as she and Ellison headed toward the truck.
Watching them go, I again felt that odd fuzzy feeling and wondered what it was. I slipped my hand into my pocket and let the comforting fairy runes run through my fingers as I followed them. If it wasn’t for the fact I was getting ready to shoplift, I’d be in a great mood.
Ellison told us good-bye as we climbed into the truck. I watched him walk away and smiled, thinking that he was such a nice guy.
As Betty left the school parking lot, she asked Grace to dig through her purse and find me some money for the bus fare.
“Are you sure you don’t need some spending money, Sydney?” she kept asking.
I shook my head, feeling ashamed, and finally lied, “Neelu gave me some.”
“Are you sure, honey?” Betty persisted.
It didn’t feel right to take her money to buy her own present. Against my better judgment, I insisted I was fine.
Grace began to babble excitedly about the Jareth concert on Friday.
I no longer felt like going, but I didn’t know how to tell them that. I knew Betty had paid a good forty dollars for my ticket. That was a lot of money for a foster kid. It would be a slap in the face if I didn’t go, but I was still terrified. I wondered if I could get sick.
I didn’t have much time to think about it, as Betty pulled up to one of those monolithic discount stores that sold everything from TVs to groceries. After showing me the bus stop and making me repeat the bus number several times, she finally let me go. I kept on telling her not to worry. After all, I had my cell phone, but I actually felt happy that she worried about me. It made me feel loved.
They drove away and taking a deep breath, I strode through the automatic doors. My heart was pounding loudly, and I told it to shut up as I pretended that I had a hundred dollars in my pocket and that I was just a normal person browsing for a present.
I didn’t have a clue about what I should get for Betty.
I looked at the clothes, but I really didn’t know what she liked to wear. The jewelry and make-up aisles didn’t seem right either. I wandered through shoes, home décor, and art supplies before I stumbled upon the electronics department.
I wondered briefly if she’d like a movie or a CD, when my eyes fell upon the perfect gift.
It was a wireless computer mouse.
I grinned.
It was the perfect gift. After all, she’d help me get a cage for my mouse.
I reached over to pick it up, but it had a cable attached that anchored it to the shelf. It was one of those theft prevention things.
“Ah, you want one of those?” a voice asked. An overeager woman in her forties at the checkout stand rushed over and grabbed a key that dangled from her neck. “I’ll just unlock it for you and take it to the counter.”
“Yeah,” I said, a little taken aback by her aggressiveness.
“We have to lock these up, you know,” she said as she freed the computer mouse from the shelf. “Kids are always trying to steal these.”
“How terrible,” I said.
“Well, it’s bad parenting!” She pursed her lips in disapproval. “Kids these days have no values!”
“Yeah.” I nodded, wondering if I should just go steal something else.
“Are you going to pay now?” she asked.
“I’ve got to get something else,” I replied, pointing back over my shoulder.
“Well, then, I’ll just keep it up here for you. I have another customer. Got to run!” She smiled at me and trotted back to her checkout stand, setting the mouse on the cluttered countertop behind her.
I watched her chatting intently with her new customer.
It was now or never.
That mouse was the perfect gift.
Not allowing myself to think, I walked by the counter and snagged the package. She still had her back to me. Walking down the aisle, I turned and darted down another one. At the corner, I dropped my backpack, as if by accident and bent to tie my shoe. In a flash, I had the mouse stuffed in there and my shoe retied.
Pleased, I shouldered my backpack and looked for a way to get out of the electronics department. I was sure the mouse had one of those tag sensors on it that had to be demagnetized, and I knew it would go off as soon as I walked past the detection point at the exit.
There were several other customers milling around. I browsed a little, waiting for a woman with a big cartload of items to leave. Finally, she checked out and as she pushed her purchases out of the electronics blockade, I zipped past her cart.
The beeper went off and the woman stopped in the middle of the exit. She looked at her bags in confusion and the clerk rushed over.
“I must have forgotten to demagnetize something!” she was saying as I hurried away.
I grinned. I was halfway there. I just had to employ the same technique as I left the store, but that was easy. There were hoards of people trying to leave.
Slipping behind a woman with two bratty kids, I calmly walked out of the store’s main exit to the sidewalk and expelled a sigh of relief.
I had taken only a single step toward the bus stop when I heard a voice.
“Miss, you’ll have to come with me.”
Two burly security guards bore down on me and my heart stopped.
“You didn’t pay for that mouse in your backpack,” one of them said.
“M-Mouse?” I asked, feigning surprise, but my lips weren’t cooperating. They froze.
“We’ll have to take a look,” the other said, yanking my backpack off and opening it up.
People were slowing down, beginning to stare at me as my humiliation mingled with terror.
The security guard withdrew the mouse from my backpack. “You got a receipt for this?”
I couldn’t even manage a squeak.
The man grunted and reached into his back pocket to withdraw a pair of handcuffs. He dangled them in front of my nose. “Want to tell me your name, kid? Got some parents you want me to call?”
The thought of Al or Betty having to come down here to find out I’d just shoplifted Betty’s birthday present was too much to bear. They would be so disappointed in me. They’d probably kick me out and return me to Neelu. The thought made me sick to my stomach. Resolutely, I sealed my lips. I wasn’t about to tell them who I was. It wasn’t a good plan, but it was all I could think of. I had to think of a way out of this without Al or Betty finding out.
The cool metal cuffs circled my wrists, and I found myself escorted back into the store. I focused on my feet so I didn’t have to see the people staring, but I did see one kid from the corner of my eye. He was a little boy of about four, looking at me with his mouth wide open and his forgotten finger jammed up his nose. Oddly, seeing his shock made me more ashamed than I’d ever been in my life. I don’t know why.
The security guards paraded me through the store. I was sure we had circled the entire thing several times before I ended up in an office, and they told me to sit down on one of the plastic chairs next to a small round table. There was a desk littered with papers and above it, a dozen monitors mounted on the wall that were scanning the entire store.
I realized with a sinking heart that they must have been watching me the entire time.
“Want to tell me your name, kid?” One of them asked while he undid the handcuffs. “Or do you want to call your parents? Or maybe a lawyer?”
I couldn’t think. I didn’t know what to do. I was discovering of late that I was terrible in stressful or emergency situations. Apparently, my brain just froze.
“Well, I’m sure you have ID in here?” The other man plopped my backpack on the table and undid the buckle.
With horror, I remembered I still had several emergency forms in my notebooks that had my name and Betty’s phone number scrawled all over them. I hadn’t turned the forms in yet. Suddenly, I was close to tears. Why had I been so stupid? I wanted to cry, but I clenched my fists. I knew better. I had to face the consequences. Whatever they were, I knew in my heart that I totally deserved them.
The man opened my backpack, but the phone suddenly rang. He picked up the receiver and grunted several times. Finally, he said, “Right. We’ll be there.”
“What is it?” the other man asked.
“Maybe a mistake,” the man mumbled.
Neither one looked at me as they quickly left the room.
I grabbed my backpack and hugged it close.
Would Betty hate me if I called her and confessed? I picked up my cell phone and entered half of her phone number before flipping it shut. She had no obligation to help me. She was just a foster parent who received money from the state for taking me into her home. And even if she tolerated my mistake, Al certainly wouldn’t. He ran the neighborhood crime watch, after all. He wouldn’t be pleased to discover he was harboring a criminal under his own roof.
Tears threatened. I had made a horrible mistake. I never should have tried to shoplift again, but it was too late. Now I’d probably have to leave the first foster home that I actually liked!
The door rattled open and one of the security guards came back. “Well, Sydney, your brother explained everything. You’ve got to be more careful and you sure could have talked to us and explained yourself! I’m sure you can see how we misunderstood. Your actions were very suspicious.”
“Misunderstood?” I blinked, utterly confused.
“Yeah, I mean, take a look at this tape,” the guard said, reaching over to flick a button with his finger. “We could clearly see you putting that mouse in your backpack. It looked like you were stealing it. We didn’t know your brother had already paid for it and that you guys were trying to hide it from your mom. You really shouldn’t do that in a store. It can get you in a lot of trouble!”
I was more confused than ever, but he didn’t notice.
He began frowning himself as he stared at the video screen. Swearing a little under his breath, he rewound the tape and hit play again.
I saw myself talking to the clerk and then walking by the counter. I cringed. They had been watching me the entire time. I was so stupid. But then there was a blur and I disappeared. For several minutes, the camera showed views of empty aisles and other customers walking around, even the lady with the big cartload of items that I’d passed several times.
I wasn’t anywhere on the video.
The other security guard came in and the man looked up. “Jose, take a look at this.”
Jose watched the monitor and they both frowned at one another.
The phone rang.
“Yes, yes, I’ll bring her right out!” Jose said, frowning even more as he hung up the phone. “Well, alright then, time for you to go, Sydney. Just be more careful next time. If you had talked to us from the beginning, we could have cleared this up a lot sooner.”
I nodded. I didn’t question my luck. I just followed the man out the door as he said, “Ah, here is your brother.”
I looked straight up into Rafael’s face.
Chapter Nine - Bean There, Baked That
Rafael shook the hands of the security officers. He was dressed normally enough this evening in jeans and a fashionable shirt unbuttoned at the collar. He wore minimal glitter, but his eyeliner was as bold as ever. The security officers stared, just a little, but were congenial enough and even apologized for the misunderstanding as Rafael put his arm about my shoulders and guided me out of the office.
I didn’t say anything. I felt terrible. I knew I was guilty and it felt completely wrong to hear the security officers apologizing for just doing their job. As for Rafael, I couldn’t understand why or how he was there, and I didn’t know whether to be grateful or scared.
He kept his arm anchored about my shoulders until we exited the store.
“I believe this is yours,” he said, handing me a gray plastic bag.
It was the mouse. I flushed crimson and looked at my feet. I didn’t want to even talk to him. “I didn’t pay for it,” I choked.
“I know. I did,” he replied. He reached down and molded my fingers over the handle of the bag.
“Why did you try to steal it?” I whirled to see Harmony lounging against the building, drumming her fingers on her arm.
“Enough, Harmony,” Rafael murmured softly.
“I’m just curious.” She exchanged a look with him. “I think we have the right to know. After all, we rescued her.”
“Not here,” he said before I could even respond.
I watched them glare at each other, and I got the distinct impression that Harmony hadn’t wanted to rescue me at all. I actually understood that, but it hurt all the same. I frowned, wondering why Rafael had helped.
Thrusting the bag back into his hands, I said, “This isn’t mine. I can’t even pay for something so expensive, and I don’t know why you helped me but thank you, anyway. I won’t ever be that stupid again.” Pointing to the bus stop, I added, “I’ve got to get home before Betty gets worried.”
“There is no need to be concerned over Betty,” Rafael assured me calmly. “I already called to let her know we’ll be giving you a ride home within the hour.”
I swallowed. Had he told Betty about the shoplifting?
“And as it’s quite chilly, I wouldn’t mind a hot drink before we leave,” he continued, pointing to a small coffee shop across the street named “Bean There, Baked That”.
I’d been so upset that I hadn’t noticed the rain. Rafael extended a polite hand and half bowed. Not knowing what else to do, I covered myself with my hood and followed him and Harmony to the coffee shop.
It was a quaint place, homey and chic at the same time. Paintings of big red and yellow flowers covered the walls and blue, hand-blown glass lamps hung suspended on silver chains over each table. Clusters of big, overstuffed chairs surrounded the espresso bar and bakery in the center.
“Would you care for anything?” Rafael inquired with a bewitching smile.
I shook my head and muttered, “No, thanks.”
Following Harmony to the velvet-upholstered chairs by the window, I sank into one of them and took a deep breath. I found the aroma of freshly ground coffee and cinnamon oddly comforting, and I suddenly began to cry. It was a combination of nerves, shame, and relief. I knew I’d never shoplift again. I could no longer handle the stress.
From the corner of my eye, I could see Rafael coming back to the table. He noticed that I was crying and glared at Harmony. She glared back and shrugged her shoulders defensively. Then she turned to me and stared for an instant before grabbing a paper napkin to shove it into my face.
“I’m sorry,” I said, blowing my nose loudly. “I won’t ever do it again. I know it’s a dumb excuse, but I didn’t have any money, and I wanted to give Betty a nice birthday present. She’s been … so nice to me.” I bunched the napkin in my fist and then stuffed it into my pocket.
“If it’s a matter of money, can you not practice your craft?” Rafael queried, placing three hot drinks on the small table in front of us.
I frowned. “Craft?”
“Your skills,” Harmony explained with a slight huff at Rafael. She grabbed one of the drinks and dumped several packets of Equal into it before glancing back at me. “Surely, you have marketable skills?”
I watched as Rafael sank into the chair opposite me with graceful ease. He popped the lid of his drink and added two packets of Equal, but he was watching me the entire time. Suddenly, Jung’s comment about Equal sprang to mind. I studied them both, a little distrustfully.
“A trade? Surely, you are taught a trade at school?” Rafael asked curiously.
Didn’t they know what we were taught in high school? Warning bells were going off in my head, but then I felt a wave of shame. They had just rescued me and I was more than a little grateful for that. I was also just too mentally exhausted to analyze or investigate anything right now, so I just mumbled, “Not yet. And I usually don’t stay in a foster home for more than six months, anyway. It’s kind of hard to keep a job, even if I could find one that would only let me work after school.”
Harmony nodded and then yawned as if she were extremely bored.
Rafael sent her a displeased look before he picked up the third cup and handed it to me. “Hot chocolate. Drink some. It will help calm your nerves. I can’t take you home to Betty looking so upset. She’ll wonder what happened.”
I clutched the hot drink. “Aren’t … you going to tell her I was shoplifting?” I asked, looking him directly in the eye.
“You didn’t, though you tried.” He shrugged his shoulders. “I paid for it before you left the electronics department. I imagine even before you put it in your backpack.”
I scowled, mostly because I didn’t know what else to do. I was dangerously close to sniveling again. “Why?”
“You have enough troubles. Why add more?” he asked, stirring his drink before taking a sip.
Troubles? I wasn’t sure what he was referring to, but it sounded ominous.
“Look, here is a job ad.” Harmony interrupted, thrusting a flyer under my nose. “This place needs a part-time worker. You should apply.”
I took the flyer without reading it and stuffed it in my backpack. I was too frazzled. I sipped the hot chocolate and gagged a little, reaching for the Equal myself. The chocolate was bitter and definitely needed sweetening.
“I’m sorry,” I said, feeling the need to apologize once more. “I won’t do it again. I really owe you both for helping me out tonight.”
“Then please take this,” Rafael said, placing the plastic bag on the table. “You can pay me back later, if it makes it easier for you. It’s Betty’s birthday, after all.”
“You seem to know an awful lot,” I murmured, wondering for the first time how he’d known that I had shoplifted. I hadn’t seen him there. My nose was dripping, so I reached into my pocket and pulled the napkin out. Several fairy runes fell out on the table and floor.
“What’s this?” Harmony sat bolt upright. She grabbed one and held it out in astonishment before turning to glare at Rafael.
His face didn’t betray any emotion as he steadily met her gaze.
“I’m not sure…” I trailed off. “I think some kid dropped them on Halloween. They are all over the yard.”
“They are?” Harmony asked in soft, clipped tones. Her eyes still locked with Rafael’s.
It was obvious they knew what the fairy runes were, and I couldn’t suppress a shiver. Harmony was angry and Rafael apparently defensive. There could be little doubt that he was involved somehow. I wondered briefly if it had to do with Jareth and pretty much figured that it did.
When neither one spoke, I cleared my throat and added, “Yeah. I thought they were pretty. I kind of stuck a few in my pocket…”
“You should carry them with you at all times,” Rafael said, still looking at Harmony.
At that, Harmony slammed her fist on the table. The fairy rune bounced onto the floor. Abruptly, she stood up. “We should be going. It’s late, and Rafael has to study.”
“Study?” I asked, rising to my feet. I turned to look at him. “Are you in college?”
“Yes.” He nodded curtly.
They were obviously angry at each other, and I felt bad because I figured that somehow I was the cause—probably in more ways than one. Trying to break the tension, I politely asked, “What are you studying?”
“Medicine,” he replied shortly. He picked up the bag with the mouse in it.
At that, I snorted in surprise. I couldn’t imagine Rafael as a doctor. I’d expected him to say Theater or Ballet or something. I had a brief, humorous vision of him operating with blue eye shadow and wearing feathers in his long blond hair while dancing around with the forceps, but then I became aware of the bag in my fingers and glanced down. I opened my mouth to protest.
“Please.” Rafael looked into my eyes and laid a long finger on my lips. “Allow me to rescue a damsel in distress, if only just this once.”
Harmony sniffed and rolled her eyes.
His words sounded so corny and straight out of a medieval novel, but they made me want to cry. Ducking my head, I followed them out of the coffee shop. We walked through the rain in silence to the parking lot.
It wasn’t even time for dinner yet, and it was already dark.
Ajax, sitting in the front passenger seat of the sports car, let out a bark and began to wag in greeting.
Harmony slipped into the back seat of the car, and I prepared to do the same, but Rafael frowned.
“Ajax, get in the back,” he ordered, sliding into the driver’s seat.
The Doberman looked at me and wagged his stub of a tail once before glancing back at Rafael.
“I can sit in the back,” I volunteered.
“Now, Ajax!” Rafael lifted a brow.
Ajax flattened his ears and jumped to the back, but not before briefly turning my direction and lifting his lip in a vicious sneer.
I stared, shocked at the dog’s nasty expression and knowing that I wasn’t imagining it.
“Get in, Sydney,” Harmony ordered from the back.
Quickly, I obeyed.
It was a fancy car. Black leather covered the entire interior, even the door handles. It must have cost a fortune. If I hadn’t had such a lousy evening, the short ride home would have been fun. As it was, I was glad when Rafael pulled up the driveway, and I got out of the car.
“Thank you,” I said to them both, bending back down to see them better. I jiggled the plastic bag. “I promise I’ll pay you back. Soon.”
Rafael nodded and smiled. “Please tell Betty that we also wish her a happy birthday.”
Harmony bared her teeth in what appeared to be a smile and Ajax showed his teeth as well, but his looked like anything but a smile. I closed the door. I couldn’t tell if Harmony was mad at me or Rafael, or maybe at us both. I didn’t know what I had done to upset the Doberman. Despite what Rafael had said, that dog was the opposite of friendly.
It was pouring, so I ran to the porch before turning to wave as they backed out of the driveway. I shivered, not altogether because I was wet and cold, but then Al opened the front door for me, and I went inside.
“Rafael gave you a ride home?” Grace asked as I sloshed into the kitchen.
“Yeah,” I answered warily. She was acting stiff, almost angry.
“I wonder why he did that.” She frowned.
I didn’t have a chance to respond as Al came into the kitchen with Betty’s birthday cake. We put candles on it as Betty shut down her computer in the living room for the night and by the time she walked into the kitchen, we had them lit and were all singing “Happy Birthday”.
Betty loved the computer mouse. She even got the joke. Al and Grace gave her fuzzy socks and books.
“What a wonderful birthday!” She hugged each of us with tears in her eyes. “Sydney, turn that computer right back on and put that mouse on it right now! I want to try it out!”
I smiled, but it was a bittersweet smile. I was glad she loved the mouse, but I knew it was going to be hard to walk by it each day where it would be a perpetual reminder of my stupidity.
I grabbed my backpack and Betty’s new mouse and headed toward her computer in the living room. The mouse wasn’t too difficult to install, and shortly thereafter I got out of the chair and offered it to Betty with a flourish. As she sat down, her foot caught on my backpack. It tipped and the contents dumped out on the floor.
“I’m sorry, honey!” she apologized, bending to help me clean it up.
“It’s my fault,” I said. “I should have remembered to buckle it.”
She picked up the job ad that Harmony had given me in the coffee shop. I’d forgotten all about it.
“Oh, are you trying to get this job?” Betty asked curiously, handing the paper back to me. “I can help with that. Samantha is such a nice woman and that would be a good little job for you. She really works with student schedules.”
I looked at the paper. On it was printed:
Attention all you Doughboys and Javagirls! Bean There, Baked That is looking for a motivated and hardworking individual to join our Stimulating Caffeine Scene to work some evenings and on weekends!
“We’ll probably see Samantha at the soccer game tomorrow,” Betty continued. “I’ll drop in a good word for you.”
I nodded, not really thinking anything would come of it. I left Betty trying out her new mouse and went to bed.
It had been a very stressful day.
I overslept the next morning, so in the frenzy of getting ready for school I didn’t have any time to think about Jung, Equal or Rafael’s mysterious appearance at the store. And by the time I did have a chance to relax, I realized I had a new problem.
Grace was mad at me.
At first, I thought she was just tired and grumpy, but as we walked over the bridge and up the stairs to school, I noticed that she was being sweet and cheerful to everyone but me. It didn’t take long for me to suspect the probable cause.
It had to be Rafael and the fact that he had given me a ride home.
I felt like telling her that she was being ridiculous, that he was just being nice, but I really didn’t want to talk about the previous evening for many reasons, my shoplifting being the first.
I settled down in my class, focusing my eyes on the teacher, but my thoughts were elsewhere. I reached for the fairy runes in my sweatshirt pocket. I still felt a sense of comfort every time I touched them. However, the mist and the Equal were becoming too much of a coincidence with what Jung Lin had written before she died. I was going to have to dig out my science notebook and continue my research.
The soccer game was right after school, so I didn’t see Grace until she was out on the field. It was just as well. I’d seen her at lunch, but she had pointedly ignored me.
I made my way to the bleachers, scanning for signs of Betty and Al.
“Here we are!” I heard Betty call out and then I saw her standing up and waving near the top.
Waving back, I headed her direction, squeezing my way through groups of arriving people.
Ahead of me, a boy pushed a wizened old lady in a wheelchair. Even though it was chilly, she looked miserably cold. She was bundled in a hat, coat and had a neon pink lap quilt tucked over her legs. I felt a little sorry for her. I was stuck walking behind them for a few moments before the crowd parted enough to let me pass by. As I did, her lap quilt fluttered to the pavement and then the boy rolled the wheelchair right over it.
“Hey, you dropped something!” I yelled, but he didn’t seem to hear.
Scooping it up, I ran after them and laid a hand on her arm. “Excuse me, I think you dropped this.”
The poor old woman jumped and made a gargling sound.
I felt terrible. I hadn’t meant to startle her. She looked like she was going to tip out of the wheelchair.
“I’m sorry!” I found myself apologizing. “I—” I broke off abruptly as her hand latched onto my arm and her fingers dug into my flesh.
“Hey, can you watch her for a minute?” the boy pushing her asked, noticing me for the first time. He didn’t even wait for my reply before he ran off, whistling at some girl.
As the woman’s fingernails burrowed even deeper into my skin, I winced and turned my full attention to her.
She was small and hunched over, her skin a mass of wrinkles, but her bright blue eyes were disturbingly alert. Agitated and shaking, she desperately held onto me as if she never wanted to let go.
“It’s ok,” I said, because she looked scared. I searched the crowd for the boy, but he was gone.
It was beginning to sprinkle and a gust of wind blew in our faces.
“Well, I’ll just move you there under the roof, where you won’t get wet.” I said, pointing to the handicap area beside the bleachers. I pried her fingers loose from my arm, grasped the handles of her wheelchair, and pushed her forward.
That boy, whoever he was, was certainly inconsiderate! I kept an eye out for him, but he seemed long gone. It was hard to push her. She was small, but she wouldn’t hold still. She kept moving and lunging, as if she was trying to twist around to see me. It made me nervous.
As I reached the bleachers, Reese appeared to block my way.
“What are you doing with Aunt Melody?” she asked, frowning and flipping her long black hair over her shoulder.
“Melody?” I repeated.
“Yes! My Aunt Melody!” Reese was obviously exasperated. Without waiting for a reply, she grabbed the wheelchair handles from me and pushed the elderly lady away.
I watched, feeling sorry for the poor woman. She was still trying to twist around. I wondered why she was so agitated.
Betty welcomed me warmly as I joined them on the bleachers. She covered my knees with a blanket. It was getting cold and sitting on metal made it even colder.
“Oh, look! Here comes Samantha!” Betty jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. “I told her you’d be a great little barista and she desperately needs reliable help.”
Samantha was a willowy blonde woman in her early fifties. She wore a tailored pantsuit, a light brown suede jacket, and lugged a purse that was so big it might have actually been a suitcase. She approached us with a sour look etched on her thin, narrow face. Not promising, I thought. I wondered if she was just temporarily unhappy or if it was her permanent expression.
I rose to shake her hand.
“You must be Sydney,” she said, clasping my hand vigorously. “Betty’s been telling me all good things about you. I trust her judgment of character. The job is yours if you want it.”
It was unexpected and fast. I wanted to tell them that Betty couldn’t judge character at all if she said good things about me, especially after last night, but I couldn’t disappoint her. She was obviously pleased.
“Thank you,” I said, a little timidly. “I’ll try my best.”
“Good then! Betty says you have special tickets to Jareth on Friday, so you can start Saturday instead. Be there at the shop at 10:00 a.m. sharp!” With a crisp nod, she left us.
“Samantha is a wonderful person,” Betty assured me. “You’ll love working for her!”
I wasn’t sure about that, but I knew that I didn’t want to see Jareth at all on Friday. I wondered how to tell Betty that when the band began to play. Then the stadium filled with cheering as the game started.
Grace managed to play three times for a grand total of four minutes the entire game. All three times our team scored a point before she ended up with some kind of penalty and the referee forced her to kneel on the sidelines. The last time, the referees and coaches of both teams got into a roaring fight over her antics. I had to admit that even I, who thoroughly detested sports, found it very entertaining.
On the ride home, Grace was in such high spirits that she forgot to treat me coldly over Rafael. I was relieved about that. I had discovered I didn’t like Grace giving me the cold shoulder.
There was a large box on the porch when we got home.
Betty read the label and smiled at Al. “All yours, honey.”
“Give me a hand, Sydney.” Al’s lips split into a wide grin. “You’re going to love this one.”
The box was heavy, and I helped him lug it into the living room and open it with a box cutter. White packing peanuts escaped in all directions as we lifted out a large Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.
“Oh, this isn’t your average Rudolph.” Al laughed at my puzzled expression.
He tossed me an instruction booklet and I read aloud, “Rudolph the Undercover Reindeer.”
Even though it was dark and rainy, we had fun setting Rudolph up in the lawn and testing him out. With a camera embedded in his nose and his head turning from side to side, we got a much wider picture range this time. The quality was also much better than the previous cameras had been. I wondered what Al would do when it recorded someone disappearing. The thought inspired me to escape to my room and dig out my science notebook. It needed updating.
I sat on my bed, playing with Jerry and reading my notes. Then my eye caught on the name “Melody”. I sat up slowly, recalling Reese gripe at me about pushing her “Aunt Melody”. I knew it was a coincidence, but there had been so many of those lately. There had been the Equal, the mist, and now Melody. I wondered at what point I should start believing they were more than coincidences.
Shaking my head and wondering if I was starting to turn into one of those crazy conspiracy theory people, I turned off my light and went to bed.
I lay in the darkness, wondering if I should just go to that Jareth concert anyway. Maybe it hadn’t really been him on the porch on Halloween. I mean, why would Jareth care about the Mackenzies, or me? I didn’t have to use my VIP pass and go backstage with Grace. I could just hang out with Betty at the back and spy a little.
The more I thought about it, the more I liked that plan.
Ellison ended up coming with us to Jareth’s concert at the Pike Place Show Box, a small nightclub type of place in Seattle. Betty picked us up directly after school and played a Jareth CD as we drove across the bridge into downtown. We parked at the waterfront and walked through the public market, tasting all the free samples we could find before coming across a fish stand where guys were throwing fish at each other.
I yelped as a huge salmon whizzed by my cheek. Surprised, I snapped a ruffled, “Hey!”
The man cocked a brow at me and grinned. He picked up another huge fish and hurled it to one of his buddies.
“Aren’t they going to get in trouble for goofing off?” I murmured to Ellison, shocked.
Ellison doubled over in laughter.
“They’re tossing the fish up to be wrapped,” Betty explained, patting me on the back. “It’s part of the show. It attracts customers.”
Feeling a little silly, I felt my ears redden a little and hurriedly moved away.
By the time Betty bought us sandwiches, I was already full from tasting mini-donuts, smoked salmon, and iced cappuccinos.
We didn’t have to stand in the long line forming for the concert. After all, we had the VIP passes, but only two. I gave mine to Ellison. Grace and Betty looked surprised, but I told them that I wasn’t the social sort and didn’t really want to meet Jareth in person. Grace bought it, because she saw me pretty much always hiding from people at school and knew I didn’t like a lot of attention. Betty was suspicious and asked me if I felt sick. Ellison, however, was immensely pleased to get the VIP pass.
Ellison and Grace disappeared into the doors of the nightclub a good hour before Betty and I could. We decided to wait at a coffee shop across the street and sat down to sip hot tea and browse the local newspapers.
By the time we got into line, I was getting excited.
The Pike Place Show Box was a fairly nice place, but the walls were painted a dark red that, combined with the awful opening band, made me wonder several times if I were in Hell. Grace and Ellison were up front, waving and screaming, but I sat at one of the little round tables in the back with Betty and sipped on diet cokes.
I could tell she was concerned about me. Every ten minutes, she leaned forward and screamed over the noise, “Are you feeling ok, honey?”
“Yes!” I smiled each time.
Finally, the opening bands finished screeching, and there was a break while Jareth’s crew set up and changed the stage.
Through the crowd, we couldn’t see Ellison and Grace, but they began to text us. They had actually met Jareth, and he’d been pretty cool. He’d signed Grace’s notebook and Ellison’s stomach. They had each gotten a T-shirt and a signed photo.
I was starting to feel a little foolish, and honestly, a little jealous. I had obviously let my paranoia get in the way of having a bit of fun. I began to regret, just a tad, my choice of giving Ellison the VIP pass.
“Honey, why don’t you join them?” Betty kept prodding.
I shook my head, and then conversation became impossible as Jareth came out on stage, and all the girls in the building began to scream at once.
From where I was, I couldn’t see what he really looked like. He was wearing so much make-up, and his teased black hair stood out from his head in all directions. He could have looked like anything underneath it all. His voice was amazing and he sang all my favorite songs. He was an incredible showman, prancing up and down the stage with fireworks exploding behind him in all directions, and he seemed to change outfits in the blink of an eye.
Soon, I found myself screaming and clapping with the rest. All thoughts of spying were long gone, and the energy in the room sucked me in.
Finally, as he ended the last set, Betty insisted I get a little closer for the encore.
Giving her my sweatshirt, I pushed my way through the crowd, successfully squashing any concerns that I had and letting myself get caught up in the moment. I didn’t figure I’d be able to get very close. It was, after all, Jareth, but I guess everyone must have been tired from all the jumping and screaming, because just as he came back on stage I found myself squeezed right in between Ellison and Grace—right in the very front.
“This is so fun!” Ellison screamed in my ear, and then flames shot out of the stage floor and Jareth began to sing again.
Metallic silver makeup completely covered his face, and he wore a white, sequined space suit with a plunging neckline that revealed his muscled abs. Again, it was impossible to tell what he really looked like, but I no longer cared anyway. I was screaming the words and raising my hands with everyone else. A few people crowd surfed and made it all the way onto the stage before bouncers pulled them down and escorted them away. Jareth kept singing.
I closed my eyes and waved my hands, and then, all of a sudden, fingers closed around my wrists, and I felt myself lifted onto the stage.
Screaming out of fear this time, my eyes flew open, and I found myself standing next to Jareth as he sang. He clamped his arm firmly about my shoulders as he shouted out something about Seattle and pointed to me.
The crowd went wild.
Just a few feet in front of me, I could see Ellison and Grace grinning and giving me the thumbs up sign.
A little stunned, I remained where I was, listening to Jareth sing into my ear. I could feel his rib cage vibrating as he belted out the song.
As the seconds passed, I began to get excited. I was actually on stage with Jareth! He had his arm around me!
Then, the thought crossed my mind that now would be a great time to get a good look at him. I could settle my crazy suspicions once and for all.
I’d just plucked up the courage to examine him closely, when Rafael emerged from the screaming crowd, leapt onto the stage, and strode right toward us. His eyeliner was at least a half-inch thick, and he wore some kind of a flashy metallic jacket with his blond hair standing out in all directions, just like Jareth’s wild mane.
If I hadn’t known who he was, I probably would have thought he was part of the show.
In fact, the crowd apparently thought so because everyone began to scream more with the exception of Grace and Ellison. Their mouths had dropped open.
The bouncers looked at Rafael, a little confused, but they turned away as Jareth placed his free arm around Rafael’s shoulders and kept singing.
The last words were scarcely out of his mouth before he was leaving the stage, herding both Rafael and me to the back.
Too dazed to even panic, I stumbled several times, but Jareth was strong. He swept me forward, and in just a few seconds, I found myself standing in his private dressing room as Rafael strode through the door.
“Let me go!” I shouted, struggling a little in his vice grip.
Jareth wasn’t even looking at me. He had turned his full attention to Rafael with a cynical laugh.
Rafael stood before him, arms folded. His jaw was rigid as his eyes filled with a cold fury.
Obviously, Rafael and Jareth knew each other very well and not in a friendly way. If they were to fight, I wasn’t honestly sure which one would win. Both of them were the same height and matching build.
There was an intense silence, and then Jareth let me go and moved to grab a towel. Wiping the makeup off his face, he said, “I wish I could say it was pleasant to see you again, Rafael.”
“Likewise, Jareth,” Rafael replied. His tone was cold, but even and calm.
There was a moment or two of silence as Jareth thoroughly mopped the towel over his face. He bunched it up like a basketball and shot it into the trashcan before turning to face me.
I almost fainted. He really was the same man from Halloween. I was so stunned that I couldn’t think.
“I see now why you’ve protected this one so much.” Jareth bowed slightly in my direction before shifting his gaze back to Rafael. “But since you know where our mentor is, you should have called me. You know that I only want to help her. In fact, I’d wager I care more for her than you do.”
Rafael said nothing, but his gray eyes narrowed.
After a moment, Jareth snickered a little, “Could it be you don’t know yet?” Tossing his head back, he chortled. “And I was always so jealous of you, thinking you were the better Fate Tracker! Could you really not know that Sydney has been touched?”
“Touched?” I repeated. My voice sounded thin and shrill. Had I caught something?
At that, Rafael strode to my side and grabbed my hand. His fingers felt warm, almost hot, over my skin as he cradled my fingers between both of his hands. He stared down at me, impassively.
Jareth began moving about the room, shrugging out of his sequined outfit and into a black one. With a whistle, he lifted his hand, and the white pigeon I had seen before flew down from the curtain rod to perch on his shoulder. I hadn’t even noticed it had been in the room.
I glanced back up into Rafael’s eyes, worried and confused, but taking comfort in his presence. He still held my hand.
“This is a new development. She didn’t have the touch a few days ago,” Rafael said, looking at Jareth. “If she had, I would have contacted you.”
“I wish I could believe what you say.” Jareth rolled his eyes as he lounged against the opposite wall. “But it’s all making more sense now. I never imagined that the Blue-Thread I’ve been tracking of late would be you!”
With his brows rising into his hairline, Rafael ordered, “Explain yourself!”
Jareth began to laugh. It was a loud, long, and sarcastic laugh. Finally, he said, “Ah, how ironic it is that you’re Blue-Threaded yourself now, Rafael! You, the most hailed Fate Tracker of us all is now … Blue.”
Rafael blinked several times and then turned white.
I couldn’t believe my ears. It was sounding so much like what Jung Lin had written down. I was freaking out and wanted to run, but Jareth was standing in front of the door, and I didn’t think he would get out of the way.
There was a prolonged silence.
“How does it feel?” Jareth drawled at last.
Rafael said nothing.
“And this one!” Jareth nodded at me with his chin. “I’d wager the rest don’t know you’re both Blue now, do they?”
“You’re a strange one to judge,” Rafael finally replied. “I know well that she’s a Blue only because of you.”
Jareth smirked and bowed in front of me with an exaggerated flourish. “Now, all three of us are Blue. What does it mean? Is it disaster or bliss?”
“I … don’t understand,” I said. I was nervous, but I needed answers.
At my words, they both tensed. It was almost as if they had just noticed I was there for the first time.
Squeezing my hand, Rafael pulled me toward the door. “You’ve said far too much, Jareth.”
“Not if she’s a Blue.” Jareth shrugged.
“Stay away from Sydney,” Rafael warned. “If I find our mentor, I’ll contact you.”
“And if you don’t, you’ll pay the worst price. Don’t let the fact that your father heads the Inner Circle give you a false sense of security.” Jareth’s voice had taken on a threatening tone.
At that, Rafael expelled an exasperated breath. “The Inner Circle is a myth. Why hold onto such thinking?”
Jareth sneered. “Again, I’m astounded that anyone believes a naïve fool such as you could be Avalon’s most prized Fate Tracker. If you cannot even see what is before you, how can you read the Threads of Fate?”
“Come, Sydney,” Rafael murmured, pulling me to the door.
“Oh, Sydney!” Jareth called.
I hesitated and looked back over my shoulder at him.
“Here’s your VIP T-shirt” he said, tossing it at me with a mocking grin.
It fell to the floor.
Rafael pulled me out of the room. “This way,” he said, leading me through a dark corridor.
I could see a green exit sign blinking over a partially opened door. When we reached it, I shoved past Rafael to pull it open, but to my surprise, he reached over my head and shut the door with his palm. I whirled to look up at him.
“Stay away from Jareth,” he cautioned quietly. “He’s dangerous.”
“You guys aren’t human, are you?” I blurted. I couldn’t stop myself.
He blinked.
I was beginning to recognize that was how he expressed surprise.
“What makes you think that?” he asked, frowning.
“What was all that talk about being Blue?” I prodded, ignoring his question.
“It is nothing you should remember,” he replied. He was still leaning against the door blocking my way, but he raised his other hand as if to touch my cheek.
“Are you going to wipe my memory?” I squeaked in a high-pitched voice, freaking out.
“What?” He surveyed me in outright surprise. “No one can do that!”
“But I’ve seen Jareth disappear. No one can do that, either!” I said. A little voice in the back of my head told me to shut up, that I shouldn’t be telling him what I knew, but I was rattled and on the verge of losing all control.
“Sydney.” Rafael’s voice was soft and reassuring, but filled with authority. “You must calm down. You should not speak of such things.”
“Why?” I gulped. “Because it’s true?”
“No, because everyone will be concerned for your sanity,” he said. “Or, they might think you’re on drugs.”
I shut my mouth. That was true. I couldn’t decide if he’d just threatened me or not, but I was beginning to lose my fear of him. I wasn’t exactly sure why. “So, what is being Blue and what is a Fate Tracker?” I whispered, watching his handsome face closely.
Exasperated, he expelled his breath. “Have you considered that maybe Jareth is on drugs?”
I didn’t believe that. “How would you know?” I challenged.
“He’s my cousin,” he answered coolly.
I was about to snort, but caught myself. They did look related. Doubt entered my mind.
Rafael took advantage of my momentary confusion and opening the door, pulled me after him into the parking lot where I could see Betty, Ellison, and Grace waving excitedly at us.
“I’m so glad you got to go backstage, honey!” Betty gushed as we approached.
“What happened? What was the prize?” Ellison asked, craning his head around to see if I was hiding anything behind my back.
“These,” Rafael said, interrupting before I could even open my mouth.
He held out two leather jackets emblazoned with the symbol from Jareth’s latest album.
I didn’t even want to know where the jackets had come from. Rafael obviously knew that I knew he hadn’t been carrying them. I took it as his admission that he wasn’t human. I wanted to know more, but I was thoroughly sick of the whole thing right now.
I just wanted to go home and cuddle up with Jerry.
I closed my eyes, wishing they would all disappear and stay disappeared.
“Sydney, your jacket is so cool!” Grace was practically drooling over it.
“You can have it,” I said shortly.
Grace squealed, and soon Ellison was squealing as well when Rafael gave the other leather jacket to him.
I snagged my sweatshirt from Betty and slipped it on, letting the fairy runes in my pocket run over my fingers.
Rafael held something small out to me. “You forgot this, Sydney.”
It was a small, round, metal-rimmed hand mirror. I’d never seen anything like it before in my life, but I recognized the fairy protection rune engraved on the back. I don’t know why I took it, but I did, and stuffed it into my pocket.
Rafael nodded at me and then bowed to all of us. “It was pleasant to see all of you. If you’ll excuse me, I must be going.”
To my surprise, Grace just waved at him absent-mindedly. She was too busy whispering with Ellison and comparing jackets.
I watched Rafael walk away feeling conflicting thoughts. I wanted him to go away, but I also wanted him to come back. I felt safe with him, even though he was kind of creepy. I wondered what I would do if Jareth suddenly showed up. Nervously, I clutched the fairy runes and mirror in my pocket.
Betty was watching me closely. “Are you ok, honey?”
I could tell she was worried. For a brief moment, I wanted to throw myself in her arms and wail that I felt trapped in some kind of alien plot to take over Earth, but I knew Rafael was probably right. Everyone would think I was on drugs, and I’d end up in rehab next to my mother.
“I’m tired.” I forced myself to yawn. “And I’m just worried about my first day at work tomorrow.”
“You’re right! Kids, get in the car.” Betty began to shoo us all to the truck. “We have to get home. Sydney has a big day tomorrow!”
Chapter Eleven - First Day on the Job
Samantha terrified me. After only the first hour at my job, I was convinced that I’d never make my new boss happy. She had given me a stack of black T-shirts with the “Bean There, Baked That” logo emblazoned on the front, had told me to put one on, and then had sent me out to clean tables, dump trashcans, and sweep floors. I worked hard, concentrating on doing my best, but each time I glanced in her direction, I’d see her watching me with that perpetual frown of hers. It made me increasingly paranoid that my first day on the job would also be my last.
Her very first words to me were orders that I couldn’t interact with her customers. She considered them royalty and allowed only certain baristas to talk to them. The rest of us could only smile, and if a customer wanted to ask a question, we had to escort them to one of her preapproved baristas. It was a little odd, but I was fine with it. I really didn’t want to chit chat with every stranger that came through the door anyway. I preferred to mind my own business and wash cups and dishes in the back.
At two o’clock, she gave me a lunch break. She allowed her employees one free menu item a day, so I chose a tuna sandwich and sat down at a small table in the corner. I looked at my sandwich proudly. It was the first thing that I had ever earned. Smiling in satisfaction, I opened my mouth to take my first bite when a coin rolled across the table surface.
Startled, I looked up to see Jareth settling in a wooden chair opposite me, his intense eyes locked on mine.
I choked. My heart began to pound in my chest.
“Good afternoon, Sydney,” he said. His tone was sarcastic.
Again, he was dressed in black, wearing a T-shirt with his own face splashed across it, and a leather jacket embroidered with his name. He’d pulled his long, dark hair into a ponytail. Noting that he wore eye makeup yet again, I could almost believe he was Rafael’s cousin.
He obviously wasn’t attempting to hide his identity. The customers in the shop whispered and pointed at him. There was a man outside the window shamelessly snapping pictures of him through the glass.
I swallowed and turned my back to the camera.
“We need to talk about last night.” Jareth was smirking at me. His words reverberated through the shop, loud enough that everyone could hear. “And since I can’t come to your house, I’m forced to come here.”
I stared at him, my mouth open in disbelief.
Lowering his voice, he added, “I’ll wager that fool Rafael has told you nothing.”
Not knowing what to say, I found myself edging away.
He lifted a mocking brow. Picking the coin up from the table, he began to flip it through his fingers. “I’m not the dangerous one here. It’s Rafael who will lead you to destruction.”
“Destruction?” I repeated. It was such a drastic statement. In spite of my distrust, I couldn’t just let that sentence hang.
“He has turned Blue. The potential for destruction is too great to be ignored.” He was speaking so quietly I could hardly hear him now.
Nervously, I took a huge bite of my sandwich. I fervently wished my brain would stop freezing in crucial moments like this. Why couldn’t I be one of those clever people who shined their best under stress? The only thing I could think of to do was to pretend everything was normal and eat my tuna sandwich.
He watched me with a snide expression, almost as if he were amused. In fact, I think he was. Seeing me squirm seemed to entertain him.
Finally, exasperated, I said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Jareth didn’t reply immediately. Instead, he continued to flip the coin, slouching a little. He looked utterly cool, and he was completely aware of it. He draped himself over his chair as if posing for the photos the paparazzi were taking of him through the window. From time to time, he would nod and wave at someone in the shop who had called out his name, but always as if he were royalty and they had the cooties or something. Surprisingly, no one seemed to notice his obnoxious attitude except me.
After several minutes, he finally laid the coin down and steepled his fingers. “Both Rafael and I can read the Threads of Fate. We are Fate Trackers.”
“I’ve already heard you say that,” I said with a slight snort. “And it sounds as ridiculous now as it did last night.”
He seemed a little surprised by my disparaging response. He shifted, moving to tap his finger on the table for a few seconds before continuing, “This is no laughing matter. Your fate line is Blue and a Blue Thread of Fate is a double-edged sword. It can lead to success beyond your wildest imagination or complete and utter destruction. Most often it’s the latter.”
It was becoming too much. For the first time I wondered if this was all part of some kind of elaborate hoax. I looked around, half expecting hidden video cameras to emerge.
“Your skepticism won’t alter the facts.” Jareth shrugged. His tone was snide and arrogant. “Perhaps Rafael has said nothing because you’re incapable of understanding.”
I liked Jareth less with each encounter, and now I was beginning to wonder how I had ever liked his songs.
Apparently annoyed himself, he raised his voice, incensed. “And your willful ignorance will not change your fate. You are already playing your part, and if you choose to remain blind, then utter destruction is inevitable.”
As people turned to look at us, I set my unfinished sandwich down and looked him straight in the eye. “What are you trying to say? Assuming you’re speaking the truth and you’re some kind of alien that can read the future … what are you trying to get me to do?”
He dropped his voice, and scornfully curled his lip. “Oh, don’t assume one as insignificant as you can do anything! Indeed—” At this point, he interrupted himself and succumbed to a bout of scathing laughter. “You are a mere human and most definitely not the finest of specimens!”
At that, I began to wrap my sandwich. He had ruined my lunch. I wasn’t about to sit there and be insulted by an alien any longer, rock star or no.
“Wait!” Jareth clamped his fingers over my wrist.
“I’m going back to work,” I said, frowning at him.
“You still have time.” He brushed my protest aside. Still holding onto my hand, he explained, “Rafael and I are looking for our mentor and you have met her. Just tell me where she is. I’m sure that’s the only role you have to play in this drama. It’s a simple choice. Either you tell Rafael or you tell me.”
“Oh, I see.” I snorted sarcastically. “It’s one of those deals … one door leads to your heart’s desire and the other leads to utter destruction. All Sydney has to do is choose the right door, which is, of course, your door!”
“Yes,” he replied quite seriously, blinking in surprise. “It is something like that.”
“Then, the choice is easy!” I snapped, yanking my wrist free. “I’ll tell Rafael. He’s much nicer than you are!”
At that, I rose, and Jareth followed suit.
He towered over me angrily. His eyes churned with emotion, and I wondered if I’d just done something very foolish.
As all eyes turned his way, he visibly took a deep breath to calm himself and slowly sat back down. He motioned to my empty chair. “Please, have a seat. I believe we have started off wrong from the start.”
“I’ll say we have!” I agreed. Against my better judgment, I sat back down. With the initial shock over, my brain was finally beginning to work or it seemed to be. At least I was starting to think of questions. “I gather you and Rafael are enemies?”
He still looked angry, but answered easily enough, “It’s much more complicated than that. The mere word ‘enemy’ cannot describe it. I’m not afraid to do what I must and Rafael is a dreamer!” His smile was disdainful.
“So, I’m a dreamer?”
Rafael’s quiet voice startled us both. I hadn’t noticed his arrival. I wondered how long he’d been standing nearby. His eyes were hard and his lips drawn in a rigid line as he surveyed Jareth with visible distaste.
I don’t know what would have happened next if Samantha hadn’t walked up to our table just then. “Enough, boys,” she said tartly. “Take it outside. Sydney has to work now.”
I jumped to my feet.
“Sydney,” she continued, throwing her arm about my shoulders and drawing me away, “I don’t have a place in my shop for teen theatrics and that applies to even Jareth. When you’re here, I expect you to concentrate on your job and not to date boys.”
“I’m not dating anyone!” I frowned, but I could tell she didn’t believe me.
After escorting me back to the kitchen, she returned to the front of the shop.
Angry, I stalked to the dishwasher and began to slam dishes onto the rack.
I stayed in the back for the remainder of my shift. A few of my fellow co-workers tried to pry details from me about Jareth. The most persistent was a chubby, curly-haired girl with red hair and a multitude of freckles.
“Are you, like, his girlfriend?” she asked as I helped unload boxes from a delivery van.
“No,” I said shortly.
“Are you sure?” she kept insisting.
“I think I’d know if I was!” I snapped, kicking the storage room door open with my foot and setting a box down.
“I mean, you know, with him being a celebrity. You have to keep things like that quiet,” she chattered and giggled. “But, it’s not like you’ll ever tell, not for a while, anyway. I’m sure you’re his girlfriend. Why else would he be shooting his newest video here next week?”
“What?” I asked, turning to her in surprise.
“He’s been talking to Samantha out there for several hours, and she finally agreed. She couldn’t resist all that money. He’s filthy rich, but you know that already,” was the reply.
Suddenly, I lost my temper. I was tired of whatever game Jareth and Rafael were playing with me. I didn’t care if they were looking for their mentor. I had never met her. I was sure I’d have noticed her if I had. She’d have been as odd as rest of them.
I slammed another box down in the storage room and let the others unload the rest. It was time for me to clock out anyway. I was punching my time card when Samantha came into the corner of the backroom that served as the office.
“You did well today, Sydney,” she said. She folded her arms and craned her head around to make a quick visual inspection of the cleaned dishes, swept floor, and neatly organized storage room.
“Thanks,” I murmured. I grabbed my bag of “Bean There, Baked That” T-shirts and prepared to go.
“Jareth will be working and filming here the next few weeks,” she said, watching me closely. “I hope that won’t be a problem for you.”
“No, it won’t,” I replied. “I hardly know him.”
Samantha pursed her lips and eyed me thoughtfully. “Well, I think he wants to change that.”
“I don’t care what he wants,” I answered shortly.
She smiled at me for the first time. “Well, you stay strong and true to yourself, young lady. I’ll be seeing you in the morning then.”
I pushed my way out the back door and pulled up short.
Rafael was waiting for me, leaning against his Bentley. Ajax hung out of the window, panting a little.
“What do you want?” I asked, a little rudely. “I have to catch my bus.”
“I can take you home,” Rafael offered, opening the door to his car with a slight bow.
Ajax looked at him and then at me with his tail stiff. He wasn’t about to wag. He remained stubbornly in the front seat, but Rafael didn’t appear to notice.
“That’s ok, but no,” I said wearily. “I don’t know what you and Jareth are up to, but I don’t want any part of it.”
“It’s much too late, Sydney,” he said quietly.
I just looked at him and then, deliberately, turned on my heel and walked to the bus stop.
He didn’t follow.
I suppose I’d have gotten home much earlier had I taken Rafael up on his offer, but I needed to think. If they really were aliens—something I was really starting to believe—then I must take Jareth’s ominous warning about my fate seriously, and that meant that I should probably talk to Rafael and hear his side of everything, if he was even willing to tell me. But, I was too tired to deal with it today.
By the time I pushed the front door to the house open, all I wanted to do was go to my room and pet Jerry.
“You had a busy day!” Grace snickered as soon as I walked into the kitchen.
“Yeah, it was,” I said, grabbing a soda from the fridge. “Samantha kept me running all day.”
“I didn’t mean that!” she said, shoving her phone in my face.
Puzzled, I looked at the screen.
I read the words: “Who is this girl?”
It was a picture of Jareth and me in the coffee shop, when he had grasped my hand. The angle of the photo made it look romantic.
Shocked, I continued to read.
“Has Jareth been hiding a new flame? Is she the reason he has cancelled his concerts and is hanging out in Seattle for the next few months?”
I didn’t want to read any more and slammed the phone on the counter.
“Hey, don’t break it!” Grace frowned, picking her phone up and cradling it gently.
“Sorry,” I practically growled. “It’s a bunch of bull. He’s creepy.”
Betty came into the kitchen, opening her mouth to say something, but clamped it shut as the phone rang. Looking at the number, she answered it with, “Why, good evening, Samantha!”
I froze.
“Yes? Oh, I see. Yes, that makes complete sense. I’m sure Sydney won’t mind. Ok, well, you have a good evening too!”
Turning the phone off, Betty glanced at me, saying, “Well, Sydney. It looks like Jareth has really caused a stir at the coffee shop. There are so many reporters there now that Samantha thinks it’s better if you wait a couple of days before coming back to work. She said she’d pay you anyway. She knows none of this is your fault. In fact, she says she owes you. Her business is bursting at the seams because of you and Jareth. He’s paying an ungodly amount to film there these next few weeks!”
“That’s funny.” Grace laughed a little. “I’ve never heard of anyone being paid not to go to work!”
For some strange reason, I wanted to cry. Grabbing my stuff, I escaped to my room.
Betty was smart enough to leave me alone.
My cell phone woke me up early the next morning. I knew it was Maya, my mother. She was the only one who had my number.
“Sydney?” Her voice sounded worried.
“Hi, Maya,” I said, trying to determine if she was lucid or not.
“Are you doing ok? I read some really weird things on the internet this morning, and my therapist suggested I call you,” she said, sounding unusually coherent.
“I’m fine,” I replied. I was sure the things she spoke of had to do with Jareth, but I asked anyway, “What things?”
“Oh, I read that you’re Jareth’s new girlfriend. How did that happen? Are you?” She sounded a little lost, and I felt sorry for her.
“No, I’m not. It’s all a mistake. I’m sure it’ll be cleared up soon,” I reassured her.
“Ok.” She laughed a little in relief. “They are going to let me out for a few hours on Thanksgiving. I thought we could go to Denny’s.”
“Alright,” I agreed. “I look forward to it.”
“Ok. Well, I’ll see you soon, Sydney. It’s just a couple of weeks. Good-bye.”
She hung up, and I just stared at my phone for a while. Obviously, the stories were taking on a life of their own if my mother had read them and gotten worried.
I found the whole situation a bit overwhelming and kind of scary. I didn’t know what Jareth was trying to pull, but I knew that he was up to something.
I spent the day trying not to think about Jareth and Rafael, but not thinking about them was hard to do. Grace went to watch a movie with Ellison. Betty dropped by once to give me an egg sandwich. When I came out later for something to drink, Al tossed me a Washington State Driver’s Guide and patted me on the head.
“Study hard. I’ll take you Wednesday to get your permit, and we can start practicing, kiddo. It’s time to start your Mackenzie Basic Training.” He saluted. “Besides studying for your test, you should start by learning the most important rule, the Mackenzie Covert Code Phrase—to be used whenever complete trust is required. Do you remember what Grace said from before?”
I had to shake my head and say, “No.”
“It is, ‘Can you get me some of those Blue Pickles?’” Al nodded sharply.
I couldn’t resist laughing at him a little. He made me repeat it several times before leaving.
I stayed the remainder of the day studying in my bedroom. I concentrated on science until I felt confident I’d at least get a C on the next test, and then I read the driver’s guide Al had given me before drifting off to sleep.
The next morning at school, Sister Ann—the ostrich look-alike—pulled me out of my mentor class and escorted me to the front office.
I finally got the courage to ask, “Am I in trouble?”
“Absolutely not, quite the opposite.” She smiled at me. “We have a visitor who specifically requested you for the day. It’ll be your first Buddy experience!”
I followed her, a little shocked. A Buddy had to babysit the visitor the entire day, take them to every class, to lunch, sports practice or whatever, and answer all of their questions. Usually, the school chose the talkative kids like Ellison to be Buddies.
Sister Ann opened the office door and motioned for me to enter.
Startled, I froze in the doorway.
Harmony sat on the couch, dressed in the perfect school blazer and a plaid skirt. Her hair was done up in pigtails. It looked absurd, and I couldn’t believe for a second anyone would think she belonged in high school.
“This is Harmony Channing. She’s thinking about transferring here.” Sister Ann began the introductions.
“We’ve met,” I said, wondering what Harmony was up to.
“Yes, she mentioned that you spoke so highly of the school that she just had to check us out!” Sister Ann beamed at me.
I nodded a little impatiently. I figured the sooner I got Harmony out of the office, the sooner I’d learn why she was here. “I’m happy to show her around, Sister Ann.”
Harmony dimpled a smile and we were out the door.
I decided to be blunt. “Why are you here?” I asked.
If she was surprised at my bluntness, she hid it well. “I’m just checking the school out,” she answered.
“I know you don’t go to high school.” I snorted a little. “Does this have to do with Jareth and his Blue Thread of Fate?”
I really shocked her then. She couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open in surprise. Grabbing my arm, she tried to pull me aside, but I shook her off. “We’ll be late for English,” I said shortly.
I was peeved. After all, the last time I’d seen her was in Rafael’s car, when she had practically bared her teeth at me. Ajax had, actually, but he had an excuse: He was a Doberman.
Ignoring her attempts at conversation, I stalked down the hall as the bell rang. I wasn’t about to let her mess up my classes. Feeling oddly empowered, I marched into the classroom and she followed behind.
Making her sit through English was unexpectedly amusing, and it gave me time to think. She obviously needed something from me, but try as I might, I couldn’t figure out why she had bothered coming to my school. If she had wanted to talk about Jareth or Rafael, she could have just as easily walked across the street in the evening. Her presence at Issaquah Catholic made little sense.
The bell rang, and I headed to science. Harmony followed.
“Sydney!” she called out my name several times as we walked down the hall.
I ignored her. The science lab was only a few doors down.
Once inside, I pointed to a desk. “Sit!” I ordered.
I left her at the mercy of several other students as they clustered around her and tried to be friendly. She clearly didn’t appreciate their attempts. She sat, slumped in her seat with her brows drawn together. I couldn’t tell if she was angry or perplexed. No doubt, she was thinking of what I’d said earlier about Jareth and the Blue Thread of Fate. She probably wondered just how much I knew. I wished it were more. If I were careful, I might be able to learn more from her than she would from me.
For the next couple of hours, I kept her hopping between classes, making sure she didn’t have a chance to ask any questions while I tried to come up with a plan. She was growing increasingly frustrated, and by the time we headed to lunch I had decided to let her talk. After all, I really didn’t know what these beings were capable of doing. If they could disappear, they could probably do other things much more dangerous. I didn’t want to think about that, because it made me want to lock myself in a closet and never come out. So I brushed my fearful thoughts aside and decided to start asking questions, but in a way that would hopefully make her think I knew more than I did.
“Hey, Harmony,” I said as she sat next to me in a secluded corner of the lunchroom. “Why are you really here—” I was going to add “on Earth” but, she interrupted me.
“You should know that Jareth is on drugs,” she said without preamble. “He can’t be trusted.”
I ripped the top off my yogurt and began to spoon it out. It was then that I noticed she was dumping Equal in her bottle of water. I was really going to have to dig out that science notebook again and update it.
A sudden thought crossed my mind: Maybe it was my responsibility alone to investigate these creatures—for the sake of humanity. I found myself warming up to the idea that I might have a crucial part to play in solving a grand, new cosmic puzzle. The fate of the world itself might depend on me.
“Did you hear me?” she asked.
“Yeah, Jareth is on drugs,” I repeated and then added, “Rafael said the same thing.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You can’t date Rafael, you know.”
At that, I blinked. “Huh?” I lost my train of thought.
“He isn’t available,” she informed me. “He’s already taken.”
“Well, good for him,” I said, frowning at her. “Dating is the last thing on my mind, I assure you.” If my mother had raised her, she would have understood my response.
As it was, she squinted at me suspiciously, trying to determine if I were telling the truth.
“Is that why you’re here … to tell me to leave your brother alone?” I laughed a little. If they really were aliens on some kind of mission, they probably weren’t even related. I couldn’t resist and added, “That is … if he even is your brother? I mean, isn’t it just a cover story for your mission here on Earth?”
Harmony’s long lashes fluttered in surprise.
It was pretty much an admission that I was on the right track. Pleased with my developing detective skills, I smiled before a new thought struck me, and I had to ask. “Are you his girlfriend?”
“Heaven’s Bells, no!” She looked disgusted at the thought.
Oddly, I was relieved. I paused, confused at my unexpected reaction. The pause was a mistake, because I then lost control of the conversation.
“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Sydney. You’re sounding a bit strange. I’m merely here to check out the school, and you haven’t really told me much of anything about what it’s like here. What do you do every week? Let’s take last week for example. What did you do last Tuesday or Wednesday? Thursday?”
I shook my head, clearing my thoughts and began to plot how to weave my list of questions back into the conversation when I suddenly recalled Jareth’s comment about my having been touched and Rafael claiming it had just happened in the past few days. Something clicked. Harmony was here to find out when and how it had happened!
What did being touched really mean? I shivered and fear flooded my mind as a new worry surfaced. Maybe I was infected with a virus or something worse!
“Are you there, Sydney?” Harmony was growing exasperated. She shook my arm, hard.
Taking a deep breath, I regained control of my thoughts.
“I was asking you about your schedule last week!” She practically growled.
“It changes every week,” I answered, a bit cross. I wished I could take a perverse enjoyment in watching her annoyance. It would have been satisfying, but now I was fretting about being touched.
Harmony slammed her palm on the table.
I jumped, nervously.
“Well, if it isn’t Jareth’s new girlfriend—drumroll—Sydney!” Ellison’s voice sounded from behind me.
Harmony bristled, but I couldn’t tell if it was over the mention of Jareth’s name or the fact that Ellison and his posse of friends had interrupted our conversation.
I was grateful when they all sat down and began to chat. They teased me unmercifully for a few minutes about the Jareth misunderstanding. No one doubted me when I said it had been a mistake. Oddly, it was a little insulting that they were so quick to believe me. It’s not as if I were the ugliest girl on the planet.
Harmony grew increasingly aggravated. High school was hard enough on humans. I supposed it was even worse for an alien, and patience obviously wasn’t her strong suit. Her demeanor was making me increasingly uneasy.
As everyone chattered around me, I shoved my hand in my pocket and played with the fairy runes and the mirror Rafael had given me. They had a peaceful, calming effect, and I found myself beginning to think clearer. I took comfort in the thought that if being touched were bad, then surely Rafael would help me. He seemed to have been protecting me so far. I didn’t think he’d ever let me be contaminated with something awful, or at least I spent the remainder of lunch trying to convince myself of that.
As we headed back to class, I watched her walk ahead of me and wondered where she was from, exactly. Did she even really look like that, or was she a little green person inside a human suit? Or a lizard? The thought of Rafael really being a lizard was oddly humorous, and I entered my history class with a tiny smile on my face.
We had a new substitute teacher, a Mr. Hunter. He began by ordering each of us to take notes on his forthcoming lecture.
“You, the girl in the blazer,” he said, pointing to Harmony.
“What?” Harmony asked, a bit rudely.
“Take notes!” He snapped his finger.
“She’s a visitor,” I inserted, clearing my throat. “I’m her Buddy.”
“Then give her something to write on, Buddy!” Mr. Hunter directed in clipped tones.
A little taken aback by his brusque behavior, I searched through my notebooks for one to lend her. I was careful not to select the science one with my research in it. That would have been a disaster! Handing Harmony my English notebook, I muttered, “Just doodle on it.”
Mr. Hunter began to speak. As he droned on and on, I found my mind wandering, and I began doodling myself.
Then, my first useful thought of the day struck me. Metal. How would Harmony react to metal? Jung had mentioned that it causes them problems, but I hadn’t confirmed it yet. If true, it would definitely be a useful thing to know. I hated to think about having the need to defend myself, but I couldn’t just ignore Jung Lin’s fate. She had ended up dead, and there was very little chance it was an accident.
Next to me, Harmony randomly flipped through the pages of my notebook, obviously bored out of her mind. She was sitting on a plastic chair, her legs crossed and not touching the chair’s metal legs; but then again neither were mine. And the tops of our desks were made of wood. Surveying the room for metal objects, I realized there was actually very little exposed metal to be found. But then—I grinned a little evilly to myself—my next class was Ceramics. There would be no shortage of metal in that classroom.
It seemed forever before Mr. Hunter finally ended his speech and we were free to go.
I hurried downstairs, nearly running down the steps to the art studio.
“Ceramics,” I announced cheerfully as I pushed open the door.
Harmony paused on the threshold.
“My favorite class,” I said, grabbing her hand and pulling her into the room. She appeared reluctant for some reason, so I baited her a little. “Actually, you know, last Tuesday we did have a special speaker for our mentor class.”
It worked. She perked up, asked me for details, and followed me to my workbench hanging onto my every word. I made up a bunch of stories while I collected my tools for class. As I blabbed nonsense, it suddenly dawned on me that the small metal mirror in my pocket, the one Rafael had given me the night of the concert, appeared to be, in fact, made of metal.
I was disappointed. Jung’s assertion had been wrong; they can touch metal. But then another thought came to mind. Maybe they can’t touch a specific kind of metal. Actually, the whole thing sounded a bit preposterous. I mean, how could metal hurt anyone simply by touch? That brought up the thought that Jung had only said it caused them problems. That could mean anything. Suddenly, I felt like my head was going to explode. I definitely wasn’t cop material. I didn’t like puzzling out these mysteries, but I was still determined to try.
I kept chatting about the make-believe visitor as I scanned my workbench for metallic objects. I had to be careful, because I didn’t want her to catch onto what I was doing. In my mindless rambling, I must have contradicted myself about the special speaker, because she interrupted suspiciously.
“I thought you said she was an older woman?” She sounded a bit annoyed.
“Huh?” I mumbled. I had run out of time. Not really expecting anything to happen, I picked up a hammer with a huge cast iron head. Holding onto the wooden handle, I thrust it into her hands, the iron head first.
Her reaction was beyond anything I could have imagined in my worst nightmare.
A scream ripped from her lips. Her blue eyes widened in horror as she fell to her knees, gasping. Her hands seemed glued to the hammer, and she was clutching it as if she couldn’t physically let it go. She continued to scream.
As everyone in the classroom descended upon my workbench at once, I was jolted out of my own shock. Grasping the handle of the hammer, I wrenched it free from her grasp and tossed it away. She curled her hands up into fists, hugged them close to her chest, and remained where she was on the floor, tears running down her cheeks and her face chalk white.
“What happened?” The ceramics teacher asked, running to my side.
“I’m … not sure.” I swallowed, completely unnerved. I felt terrible. I really hadn’t believed anything would happen, much less this.
Harmony had quit shrieking, but she was still gasping and clasping her hands close to her chest.
“Where are you hurt?” the teacher asked as she placed a hand on Harmony’s shoulder.
Harmony drew back and made a noise not unlike a growl. I found it a disturbing reaction.
The teacher withdrew her hand and quickly said, “I called the nurse. Oh, look! She’s already here.”
“I don’t need a nurse!” Harmony growled again, but she was shaking now.
The school nurse pushed her way through the crowd of students, ordering everyone back to their workbenches. They ignored her until she clapped her hands and then they scattered.
“I want to go home,” Harmony hissed through clenched teeth.
“What happened? Did you hurt your hands? Let me look at them!” The nurse tried to grab Harmony’s hands to pry them away from her chest.
“No!” Harmony grated, glaring at the woman. Struggling to her feet, she choked, “Get me home, Sydney. Call Rafael.”
“Did she burn them?” the nurse asked me as she once again tried to grab Harmony’s hands.
“Don’t touch me!” Harmony bellowed. Even though she was gorgeous, looking like a fashion model more than anything else, the way she was glaring at the nurse was quite chilling.
Unconsciously, we all took a step back.
After a moment, the nurse cleared her throat and said, “I think she’s in shock. Sydney, help me get her out of here.”
Feeling remorseful and more than a little scared, I slid an arm around Harmony’s shoulders to assist her out of the classroom.
“Call Rafael!” she repeated several more times as she let me guide her out into the hall.
“I don’t know his number—” I began when she shoved her hand into my sweatshirt pocket and grabbed the small mirror Rafael had given me.
“Bring her to my office, Sydney. Follow me!” the nurse ordered. She seemed quite happy to leave Harmony to me. Moving in front of us, she began shooing gawking students away.
It was slow going because Harmony had difficulty walking. We had only gotten halfway there before I heard Rafael’s voice calling from behind. “Harmony!”
I glanced over my shoulder to see him striding toward us at top speed. His brows knit with concern. He reached us in a matter of moments. Slipping his arm around her, he quickly passed his left hand over her face.
It was then I noticed he wore a ring. It looked like one of those intricately woven Celtic wedding bands. It sparkled, as if sunlight was glistening off it, but we weren’t near any windows.
Rafael looked at me. Our eyes briefly locked and then I glanced away, awash with guilt. I wondered if he somehow already knew that I had caused Harmony’s injury. I truly hadn’t intended to cause her any real harm, and the thought that I had made me sick to my stomach.
“You have done enough, Sydney,” he said sharply.
The way he looked at me was disconcerting. What did he mean I had done enough? Enough to her? His eyes drilled through mine, in a very penetrating, intense kind of way that made me wonder if he could read my thoughts.
“I haven’t had a chance to examine—” the nurse began.
Rafael tilted his head to the side, enough to acknowledge her comment but not to actually look at her. “Your help isn’t necessary,” he replied tersely. “We will leave immediately!”
The nurse frowned a little and folded her arms. “Listen, young man! Just who exactly are you?”
“I’m her brother.” Rafael replied calmly enough, but there was a chill in his tone. “We must leave at once.”
“She looks like she’s going to faint! At least let me check her blood pressure first!” the nurse protested.
His gray eyes flashed imperiously. “I already told you that we must leave. There is no time for your test! I’m well aware of her medical conditions and what she requires.”
I was surprised at the sudden change in him. He seemed vastly different. He stood with his feet planted slightly apart, his body rigid, and a dark intensity burning in his eyes. This Rafael was threatening, powerful, and decidedly dangerous. For the first time, I felt a ripple of fear looking at him. Maybe Jareth was right and Rafael was the one I should avoid. At the moment, he made Jareth look like a harmless kitten.
I suddenly felt ill. Maybe they did have superpowers. Could he read my mind? Did he know I had deliberately shoved the hammer into Harmony’s hands as an experiment?
The nurse was trying to talk to him, but he brushed her curtly aside. “Enough! You are dismissed!”
The woman’s mouth dropped open.
I began to panic.
His lips tightened in a grim line as he pushed back the hair from Harmony’s sweating forehead. Glancing down at me, he said, “I’ll take her, Sydney. You can let go now.”
I was surprised to discover I was still hanging onto her in almost a death grip. Swallowing, I forced my fingers to relax.
Rafael caught her as she collapsed.
“We should call an ambulance!” The nurse was obviously worried as she reached for her cell phone.
“Your assistance isn’t needed.” Again, Rafael inclined his head her direction without bothering to look her way. Hefting Harmony over his shoulder, he studied me for a moment. “We will speak later, Sydney.” A chill hung on the edge of his words.
He didn’t look at me again. I watched him carry Harmony down the hall with the school nurse at his heels.
I shivered.
He would speak to me later? About what? About my role in Harmony’s collapse?
It was hard to concentrate on schoolwork after that. I felt overwhelmed by guilt and fear. Guilt because I had hurt Harmony and fear because I was convinced Rafael had read my mind and hadn’t liked what he’d learned.
Everyone kept asking me what had happened. Stories of Harmony collapsing in class were running through the school like wildfire, and I was immensely relieved when the day finally ended.
Grace and Betty were shocked when I told them what had happened.
“I didn’t think she was still in school,” Grace muttered.
“There must have been something on that hammer, Sydney,” Betty stated with finality as she pulled into the driveway. “It wasn’t your fault. I’m sure they know that. Maybe you should go check on Harmony and see how she’s doing.”
I glanced across the street at Rafael’s car in the driveway.
“Why don’t you make a plate of cookies and take them over. Yes, that’s what you should do.” Betty decided as she handed me a bag of groceries. “I just bought chocolate chips.”
“Yeah,” Grace agreed. She seemed unusually reserved. “It’s better to not go over there empty-handed.”
Looking back at Rafael’s car, I again felt a mixture of fear and shame. I really hoped Harmony was ok, but I wasn’t sure it was a bright idea to go marching over there. Cookies were hardly a good defense against aliens, not unless I delivered them on a cast iron plate.
Chapter Thirteen - Aliens and Tinfoil
Al had come home early from work. He’d been fighting a cold the past few days, and it had taken a turn for the worse. As I walked into the kitchen, I found him sitting at the kitchen table, scowling at his surveillance tapes and nursing a cup of hot tea.
“I’m telling you, Betty,” he was saying. “It don’t make sense!”
“Doesn’t, dear,” Betty corrected as she kissed the top of his bald head. “You should just turn that over to Sydney and go rest if you want to get over that cold. I’ll make you a bed on the couch and you can watch Glee. There’s a new episode tonight.”
I smiled a little. Al really loved Glee. He was always singing the songs. And now that I thought about it, he actually had a good voice.
His eyes lit up when he caught sight of me. “Check this out, kiddo. Tell me what you think.” He pointed to the monitor.
I stared at the video monitor apprehensively. I was hardly in the mood to see what weird thing our neighbors had done this time. I knew it wouldn’t be normal, but I couldn’t let Al down. Suppressing a sigh, I moved closer.
“Watch,” Al grunted, hitting the play button.
Because Rudolph kept swinging his head, the picture was constantly moving and viewing it made me a little seasick. But it revealed Zelphie and Marquis parking their white sports car in the driveway. Zelphie got out in what looked like eight-inch high heels and a tight leather skirt. It was amazing that she could even walk to the porch as Marquis trailed a few feet behind her. I thought they made an amusing couple. She was already taller than him, and with the extra height added by her shoes, he barely reached her shoulder. He unlocked the front door, and they both disappeared inside the house.
I looked at Al.
“Just wait, kiddo,” he murmured, tapping the screen with his thumb.
Marquis opened the front door again and returned to the car. Unlocking the trunk, he removed a small bag. He glanced up and down the street and even leaned back to look at his house for a minute before hunching over the bag. It appeared as if he didn’t want to be seen, but it made little sense because he was standing out in the open, right in front of his house and practically in the street.
“Now, really look at this part,” Al snuffled, blowing his nose on a tissue.
Marquis thrust his hand into the bag, and pulled out a glowing red, tube-like container. It was oblong, about six inches long, and it reminded me of a red fluorescent light bulb. He curved his shoulders, blocking my view somewhat as he placed his palm over the top of the tube.
Something weird started crawling out, or I guessed it was something crawling out. It was hard to describe. Long, wispy red tendrils, like long, spindly spider’s legs came out of the top of the tube to drift upwards and into his nose, ears, and eyes. It looked like something straight out of a horror movie, but it was hard to see because the video kept moving back and forth, and he was bending closer over the trunk of the car.
I gulped.
“I think it’s just a reflection of the lights,” I heard Betty say as she puttered around the kitchen putting the groceries away. “Al, you know that Rudolph has those red lights all over him.”
I frowned, looking back at the tape. It didn’t look like a reflection to me.
The video was still playing. Zelphie opened the front door and Marquis jumped. He hurriedly shoved the tube back into the trunk of the car, shut it, and moved to join Zelphie on the porch.
Al reached over and hit the pause button.
“What was that?” I asked in a choked whisper.
Laying a finger on his lips, he frowned at me as he nodded Betty’s direction. Then he said, a little louder than necessary, “Must be a reflection, kiddo. I’ll just drink the rest of my tea and head off to watch Glee.”
“Good idea!” Betty heaved a sigh of relief. “Sydney, I’ve set all the ingredients out for you. I’d help make the cookies, but I’ve got to check my bid.”
Al nodded vigorously. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to communicate, but I knew he didn’t want Betty to hear.
“That’s ok,” I replied. “I’ll make them.”
“Come relax, honey!” Betty smiled at Al before she disappeared into the living room.
As soon as she was gone, Al leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “It has to be drugs.”
“Or maybe aliens,” I muttered and slammed the cookie bowl on the table.
To his credit, he didn’t laugh at me. Instead, he frowned thoughtfully, as if giving it due consideration before wondering aloud, “The supernatural? Why would aliens come to our neighborhood to do drugs?”
“Alien druggies?” Grace chortled from the kitchen entrance.
Both Al and I jumped. We hadn’t noticed her come in.
She moved to the refrigerator, poured herself a glass of milk, and sat down at the kitchen table eyeing my cookie dough bowl. When we didn’t continue talking, she raised her brows. “What? Is this some sort of secret spy cookie meeting or something that I’m not invited to?”
We didn’t have to answer because the phone rang.
“I’ll get it,” Grace offered. Raising amused eyebrows at us, she hissed in a dramatic whisper, “You two can continue your top-secret meeting discussing the alien drug addicts taking over the neighborhood!”
Giggling, she answered the phone, and peered out the kitchen window.
I looked at Al. He was chuckling as he sipped his tea. I didn’t know what was so funny. The entire thing sounded plausible to me.
I grabbed a couple of eggs, listening to Grace’s conversation.
“Sure! Ok, I’ll bring her. No problem!” Grace was saying on the phone, still staring out the window. “Yeah, I know, it’s funny. Yeah, sure. Ok. We’ll be right there.”
As I cracked the egg, she hung up.
“It’s an emergency. Samantha needs you at the shop until 9:00 p.m.,” she said, reaching for the truck keys hanging on the hook. Hitching her thumb over her shoulder at the window, she added, “No point in making the cookies for Harmony, she just left with Rafael in his car. She looked perfectly fine to me.”
I put the eggs down.
“Don’t forget to wear your special T-shirt!” Betty called from the living room. “And we’ll pick you up around 9:15, Sydney. I have an errand to run, anyway.”
“I’ll finish the cookies when I get back,” Grace volunteered, walking to the door.
It only took me a few minutes to slip on my shirt and grab my backpack. I had a test tomorrow. I could study while I waited for them to pick me up, providing I could calm my mind enough from the events of the day.
Grace pulled Tigger out from behind the truck and hopped into the driver’s seat. She didn’t say anything on the short drive, but she did pop a Jareth CD into the player with a teasing grin. I was glad she didn’t want to talk. I just wanted to think. It had been an unnerving day. She dropped me off at the back of the shop, waved, and left.
Samantha met me at the back door and told me to wash dishes and unpack boxes in the storage room. She didn’t mention Jareth, and I was grateful. I didn’t feel like dealing with him on top of everything else, but then I supposed he’d probably already lost interest and left the shop, anyway.
The work was mindless. It afforded me plenty of time to think. My mind spun around Marquis’ weird red tendrils, Harmony’s excruciating reaction to the hammer, Rafael’s imposing response, and my new fear that he could read my mind.
Rafael’s reaction bothered me the most. I’d come to see him as a bit of a hero, and I knew I was on the verge of developing a crush. However, the side he had revealed this afternoon reminded me that I really didn’t know him. He could very well be the alien equivalent of a Navy Seal that was capable of anything.
As I stacked the last can of mocha mix on the shelves, I made up my mind.
It was time to up my game, time to think about defending myself, both physically and mentally.
As I took the silverware out of the dishwasher, my eyes fell upon the forks. They were stainless steel, but I remembered from school that stainless steel was still mostly iron. The hammer had been iron. It couldn’t hurt to carry a bit of iron around with me. I stuck one of the forks into my pocket.
Next, I had to learn how to protect my thoughts. I didn’t know if that could be done, but it was worth investigating.
On my break, Samantha let me borrow the computer in her makeshift office. Thankfully, she didn’t look over my shoulder as I typed in the query: How do you prevent aliens from reading your mind?
This search brought up many hits with suggestions. The most popular one being to wear aluminum foil hats, preferably ones blessed by the Pope. There were instructions on how to make your own aluminum thought-screen helmets for humans and cats. Apparently, cats were little alien spies that transmitted data back to mother ships via cell phone towers, and making them wear aluminum hats was the only way to stop them.
I snorted. After thinking a little, I refined my query: “How do you block a psychic attack?”
This brought up a new selection of results that covered topics from carrying stones and crystals, to bathing nightly in coconut milk and wearing freshly peeled onions around your neck.
However, it also brought up articles about controlling fear. As this was the best response so far, I clicked on a few of the links. They gave instructions on how to envision barriers between you and your attacker, from mentally cocooning yourself into an egg of light to building an imaginary brick wall in your mind. I liked the idea of a brick wall. I could easily picture myself slamming up a brick wall between mind-reading aliens and myself. Heck, I’d been building up mental walls against most humans for years. I wasn’t sure it would work against aliens, but it was my best option at the moment.
Since my break was over, I shut down the computer and headed back to the dishes when Samantha called me up front.
“I need help taking a custom order, Sydney,” she said, poking her head through the door. “Just jot down the numbers for me. We’re really busy.”
“Ok,” I said, and quickly changed into a clean apron.
The shop was very crowded. There was a long line of customers waiting for drinks and tables. Samantha gave me a pen, an order pad, and a black binder containing colored photos of her catering options.
“Just write down the quantities of each item that those girls want. I already have all of the other information,” she explained as she pointed me to a group of girls clustered around a table in the back.
As I neared them, I noticed two things.
The first was that I knew all three of the girls. It was Reese and her two best friends.
The second thing I noticed was Jareth sitting at the table behind them, all by himself. His blue eyes locked on my every move.
Patting my trusty fork in my pocket—to make sure it was still there—I pretended as if I hadn’t noticed him and plopped the binder down on Reese’s table. “Hi, Reese. I’m here to take your order.”
Reese flipped her long black hair off her shoulder and eyed me condescendingly. “Ok, well then, let’s get this over with.”
I mentally agreed with her desire to get it over with, but smiled politely and pushed the binder her direction.
They pretended to look at the pages, but it was obvious they were only interested in Jareth. Reese continually flipped her hair and struck poses on her chair while speaking in a contrived English-like accent to her friends.
“We should order a wide variety of these selections,” she murmured, tapping the pictures with her polished fake nails.
I suppose she thought she sounded sophisticated, but I found her hilarious. Or I would have if Jareth hadn’t been lurking in the background wearing an odd collection of black-laced leather and chains. He lounged carelessly in his chair, his long leather-clad legs stretched out before him, blocking everyone’s path. With his eyes ringed in massive eyeliner and his black hair tortured into a style that reminded me of a porcupine, he looked every inch the rock star.
Everyone in the shop gave him a wide berth and seemed content just to point and stare at him from a distance.
“I’ll take four dozen of these,” Reese murmured in her garbled fake English accent as she pointed to the Poppy Seed Cookies. She flipped her shiny dark hair again and stole another glance in Jareth’s direction.
I wrote the numbers down. “Ok, is that all?”
“No.” She shook her head and warbled, “Let me see. What to do, what to do...”
I snorted, but managed to turn it into a cough as she glowered at me. I didn’t want her to complain to Samantha.
“Perhaps we should make it four dozen?” She consulted with her friends.
They all posed, looking at Jareth from the corners of their eyes.
“You already ordered four dozen,” I pointed out mischievously.
She rewarded me with a dirty look. “Be quiet and just do your job!” she snapped.
Figuring this was going to take a while, I drew up a chair and propped my elbow on the table as she dithered around with her friends, changing the order every few minutes.
I knew Jareth was staring at me, and I wondered if he could read thoughts too. As Reese changed her order yet again, I mentally began to build my first brick wall. I was concentrating on my fifth row of bricks when Samantha reappeared.
“Alright girls, time to wrap up your order.” She took the order pad from me. “You can go back to the dishes now, Sydney.”
I rose, grateful to escape.
I had only managed two steps when I heard Jareth’s drawl, “Samantha, send Sydney over here to take my order.”
“These are custom catering items,” Samantha replied tartly.
“Fine! Then I’ll order some of your custom catering items,” he said, sarcastically enunciating each word. With his booted foot, he shoved one of the wooden chairs my direction and ordered, “Sit, Sydney.”
Samantha twisted her lips a little; but, with a nod, she returned the order pad and the binder to me.
Reese and her friends stiffened with jealousy, but it wasn’t even remotely amusing. I would have preferred simply to leave.
Reluctantly, I sat at Jareth’s table and opened the binder.
“Just order whatever you want.” He shrugged indifferently. “And keep on ordering every time that dragon wanders by to send you to the back.”
“Huh?” I frowned.
“Don’t play the ignorant fool with me, Sydney.” Jareth eyed me disdainfully. “You’ve been quite busy this afternoon.”
There was no doubt he was referencing Harmony’s incident. Apparently, my brick wall wasn’t working. Well, I had nothing to lose. “So you can read minds,” I said.
He stared at me for a moment and then leaned across the table. One corner of his mouth crooked in a mocking sneer as he replied, “My, my, you are quite the surprise. It appears I’ve underestimated you.”
Samantha walked by us with an arched brow.
“So, that will be a dozen of the chocolate mousse cakes at $66.99 each to be sent to the local homeless shelters,” I said, writing the quantity on the sheet. “All customized with the ‘Jareth Sucks’ lettering.”
Samantha stopped mid-step, her eyes widening in alarm, but Jareth gave a rich, deep laugh. When he looked at me again, it was with a genuine flicker of interest.
“Go away, Dragon!” He waved Samantha off. “I’m busy ordering here.”
Hesitantly, she returned to the espresso bar, but I felt her eyes burning the back of my neck. Behind me, I could hear Reese conferring with her friends.
“Perhaps there are other reasons that Rafael has been hiding you.” He eyed me up and down with a chuckle.
I tensed at hearing Rafael’s name.
“Ho! What is this?” Jareth straightened in his chair, catching my slight movement. “What has happened? Has our hero disenchanted his heroine?”
I turned the page of the catering binder and added four dozen Lemon Dream pies to the order. Maybe Rafael wasn’t all I had thought he was, but that didn’t mean Jareth was any better. Now that I thought about it, I had learned more from Jareth than anyone else. At least he answered questions. Allowing my curiosity to get the better of me and feeling confident with the fork in my pocket, I couldn’t resist asking, “Did you kill Jung?”
He didn’t even blink. He kept staring at me with that smirk on his lips, as he replied, “No.”
I eyed him suspiciously. “You could be lying.”
“Yes, I could be.” He shrugged and yawned as if vastly bored. “But she wasn’t worth the effort. Look elsewhere to find those responsible for Jung’s death.”
I swallowed. “Rafael?”
He leaned close and whispered. “Now do you believe me when I say he’s dangerous?” He stayed near, breathing heavily in my ear.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Samantha walking our direction.
Jareth noticed her too. He drew back and flicked his finger at the order sheet. “Add some of those muffins.”
I wrote down blueberry muffins, added enough sandwiches to feed a hundred and topped it off with two dozen gift baskets for the staff.
“I see I’m quite generous,” Jareth noted sarcastically.
I got up, as if to leave.
“Sit, Sydney.” He grabbed my wrist and pulled me back down. “I’m not the enemy here.”
“Then who is?” I found myself asking, clutching the catering binder close to my chest.
“Ah, here he is. I knew it wouldn’t be long before he showed up.” Jareth’s eyes focused over my shoulder.
I turned to see Rafael and Harmony making their way through the crowd.
Jareth caught my chin and forced me to look back at him. He wiggled a slip of paper before my eyes. “My number. Call me anytime you need help. I’ll be there, but I can’t come if you have Rafael’s blasted stones in your pocket.”
I took the number and shoved it into my pocket as Rafael and Harmony arrived. I prepared to leave the table, but Rafael quickly drew up a chair, blocking my exit as Harmony also took a seat.
After they had settled, Jareth invited sarcastically, “Please, join us, Rafael.”
“I didn’t want you to fret about Harmony,” Rafael said quietly, ignoring Jareth.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” she chimed in, but her words sounded rehearsed.
“I’m really sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”
“You?” Harmony rolled her eyes. “You didn’t do anything! What makes you think you did anything?”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Rafael inserted easily. “She’s allergic to bees.”
“Bees?” I gulped, surprised. “Bees!” I was flooded with an immense sense of relief, but it only lasted about three seconds. Scowling a little, I added in a subdued tone, “Bees … this time of year?”
“Surely, you can do better?” Jareth scoffed, withdrawing a coin from his pocket and flipping it over his fingers.
“It has been rather warm of late.” Rafael shrugged, narrowing his eyes at Jareth. “Anyway, it’s nothing that Sydney should concern herself about.”
“Yes, that’s true.” Harmony agreed. “I don’t want Sydney thinking she was responsible. I feel perfectly fine now, anyway.”
“That’s so kind and thoughtful of you, Harmony.” Jareth tossed the coin in the air and deftly caught it on the tip of his finger before leaning over the table to murmur, “We can’t have Sydney thinking she discovered something that might have harmed you now, could we?”
They all glowered at each other. I could feel the tension rising. I moved, preparing to leave, but both Rafael and Jareth each seized a wrist. Their fingers gripped me tightly, but neither one looked at me. Their gazes locked on each other.
Jareth was the first to let go. He arched a brow at the order sheet. “I’m not nearly done ordering, Sydney. Surely, you humans have other charities. Hospitals? Animal shelters? Shopaholic rehab centers?”
The word “rehab” struck a raw nerve. Shaking my hand free of Rafael’s grip, I snagged another order sheet and wrote “Children’s Hospital” on top. I was going to send every kid in there a gift basket, compliments of Mr. Nasty himself. I began to fill out the form.
“I heard the news of your arrangement today.” Jareth dipped his head at Rafael. “I found it unusually interesting.”
I glanced up curiously.
At my side, Rafael tensed and his lips tightened into a thin line.
“I’ve been wondering all day, what has the Inner Circle so concerned that they would force their favorite into marriage at such a tender age?” Jareth’s voice took on a tone of outright challenge. “And of all fiancées that you might have ended up with, you score the beauteous Raven, no less.”
My heart skipped a beat. So that’s what Harmony had meant when she said Rafael was already taken. If I had heard this news yesterday, it would have been very hard to hear. And even though it was still a bit depressing, I managed to shrug it off. Obviously, I had been admiring him, maybe even subconsciously equating him a bit to a knight on a shining white horse for rescuing me. Not once, but twice. However, I knew quite well that he wasn’t my hero. In all likelihood, he was really a lizard wearing a human suit.
At that moment, I realized I’d been staring.
Rafael’s eyes were piercing mine with that same intense gaze he had used before, and I blushed. How could I let him read those thoughts? Desperately, I averted my eyes, imagined a brick and quickly scrawled a collection of cakes, sandwiches, and cookies onto the order sheet.
In the prolonged silence that followed, I imagined more bricks, building a red-brick igloo around myself. Finally, I looked up to discover all three of them watching me attentively.
I held my breath, frantically conjuring up more bricks.
They continued to stare at me.
I focused harder on the bricks.
“What is it, Sydney?” Rafael inquired softly.
My palms began to sweat.
“Sydney?” Rafael’s voice was concerned, but a smile hovered about his lips. He reached over and bonked me on the tip of the nose. “Where are you, Sydney?”
“Oh, Rafael, she’s afraid that you’re reading her mind.” Jareth chuckled sardonically.
“Reading her mind?” A flash of humor crossed Rafael’s face as he assured me, “No one can read your mind! Where did you get that idea?”
I looked at them. It was impossible to tell who was telling the truth anymore. But then the thought struck me that if they could read my mind, then they wouldn’t have had Harmony follow me around at school, and she would have known that I had been lying about the made-up speaker in mentor class. She would also have known of my plan to test metal out on her. All at once, the utmost relief washed through me.
“Add some gourmet chocolate.” Jareth tapped on the paper with his finger.
This time, Samantha peered over my shoulder. She frowned at the order sheets and then glared at Jareth. “I don’t have time for you to play here.”
“Play?” Jareth rose. He stretched his arms for several long moments before towering over her, a little menacingly. “Are you belittling my charity work?”
“These orders must be at least $30,000.” Samantha snapped, unruffled at the rock star looming over her.
“Really? Is that all?” Jareth smirked down at me. “Then double it, Sydney.”
Samantha’s brows knit into a deeper frown. She grabbed the papers and looked at the dates. “I can’t fill such large orders! This is a small shop—“
“Then buy the dump next door and expand!” Jareth interrupted her and rolled his eyes. “It isn’t my problem.”
As Samantha continued to argue, I took the opportunity to escape. I stumbled past Reese’s table when Rafael caught up with me.
“We must speak, Sydney,” he said, his long fingers closing over my shoulder.
I looked up at him. I didn’t feel like talking. I didn’t have the chance, anyway, because Reese chose that moment to slither from her table and touch Rafael’s arm.
His response astonished me.
He froze. His expressive gray eyes widened and then he turned upon Reese, and smoothly captured her hand in an almost amorous gesture before letting it go.
Reese began to smile. Flipping her long black hair over her shoulder, she giggled, “I just wanted to tell you that you dropped this pen.”
I knew she was lying. She was holding out one of the coffee shop pens.
To my amazement, a smile creased Rafael’s cheek, and his voice deepened as he replied, “Why, thank you. Miss … ?”
“Reese, my name is Reese,” She kept giggling. Looping her arm through his, she sent me a triumphant look.
Rafael didn’t resist as she led him back to her table.
Annoyed, I stalked away. I was definitely going to remove Rafael’s stones and mirror from my sweatshirt pocket at home. I’d seen my mother deal with plenty of cheaters, and I had no tolerance for double-dealers. I’d just heard he was engaged. He had no business flirting with Reese. I hadn’t thought he was the jerk kind, but I was obviously wrong.
I kicked the door back and marched to the dishwasher, slamming dishes into the rack. I stayed in the back until Betty picked me up.
We didn’t talk much, and I was yawning by the time we got home. Though I was exhausted, I took the time to empty my pockets of the fairy runes and the mirror, dumping them all into Jerry’s cage.
I looked at them in disappointment. I had thought of Rafael as a bit of a noble character, honorable even, though a bit handy with the eye makeup. And Jareth. I couldn’t figure him out. At the moment, he didn’t actually seem that bad.
I crawled into bed, glad that the day was over, and too tired to think about them anymore. I heard Jerry’s hamster wheel begin to squeak. It was a comforting sound. Listening to it, I began to drift off, and as I did so, I heard Jareth’s voice: Oh, Rafael, she’s afraid that you’re reading her mind.
How had he known that? I woke up a little to worry about it, before I convinced myself I was just overreacting. If I was going to up my game, I had to start acting more and worrying less. Otherwise, I wasn’t going to get very far.
Chapter Fourteen - The Red Tube
I had a hard time waking up the next morning and was groggy for the first part of school. I hadn’t studied as much as I should have, but I was pretty sure I got a C on my Science test. I kept to myself during lunch, eating my sandwich in the corner with my headphones on and surrounded by a pile of books.
I wasn’t studying, though. I was updating my science notebook, adding my notes to my bullet points about Jung’s entries. I had confirmed a good portion of them already, like the Equal, the iron, and the Blue Threads of Fate. I still didn’t know anything about the Inner Circle or the Brotherhood of the Snake. I also didn’t know where Jareth, Rafael, and Harmony were really from.
If they were the forerunners of an invasion force, I was going to have to gather real evidence. I didn’t have anything of real value to offer as proof to anyone yet. Even Al would find it hard to believe at this point.
If I could get my hands on the red tube in Marquis’ car, then that would probably be a significant piece of evidence. I wasn’t sure how I could pull that off, though. I tapped my pen on the table, wondering if they had other things in their house that might serve just as well. If I could get into their house, then I could see what kind of technology they had, and maybe find evidence to shoplift. After all, I was a pretty good thief.
The afternoon crept by slowly. I spent the remainder of my classes trying to dream up ways to get into Rafael’s house until I decided I really didn’t need an excuse. Rafael had said himself that he wanted to talk to me at least twice. I could just walk across the street and see what he wanted to say. I’d remember to bring a fork and my cell phone. I still had Jareth’s number in my pocket, but I wasn’t sure if he was any better than Rafael.
After school, Ellison and Grace were running a little late, so I headed for the bridge myself. As I got there, I was surprised to see Rafael’s Bentley waiting in the circular drive along with the other cars. The driver’s door was open, and he was leaning and swinging on it a little as he talked to a few giggling girls.
I squinted. They were Reese’s friends.
“Hi, Sydney!” I heard Reese’s voice approaching from behind.
I jerked, glancing over to find her stopping next to me with a superior smile.
“I see you’re staring at my new boyfriend, Rafael.” She purred.
“Boyfriend?” I frowned. “I thought he just got engaged yesterday.”
Reese blinked. It was obvious I had shocked her, just as it was obvious that she had been lying about him being her boyfriend. I was a little surprised that she had even tried to deceive me. Why would a girl like her need to lie?
She stared at me for a moment and then lifting her chin, teetered on her abnormally high heels toward his car.
Rafael saw her coming and bowed to the other girls before moving to open the door for her. After seeing her settled, he clicked the door shut, and then turned my direction and paused. He looked at me for several long moments before slowly walking around the car to the driver’s side. Again, he paused for a noticeable length of time, staring in my direction and tapping his hand on the roof of the car before finally sliding in and pulling out of the circle drive.
I shook my head, wondering what his fiancée would think of him driving off with another girl. I couldn’t presume to know what kind of relationship they had, but I knew if it were me, I wouldn’t be pleased. I shrugged thoughts of Rafael away and randomly kicked stones across the bridge, pausing again to read the inspirational words: —Man’s greatness lies in his power of thought— Blaise Pascal
I paused, looking at the words a little differently than before. In my brief Rafael-might-be-reading-my-mind paranoia, I had read those articles explaining the power of mental imagery. For a moment, I felt I was on the verge of understanding some great secret and then someone honked, and the thought slipped away.
I looked over my shoulder to see both Betty and Al had arrived. Betty had come for Grace and Al for me. I had forgotten he was taking me for my driver’s permit.
“I don’t think I’ll pass,” I muttered. I had been concentrating on aliens, not traffic laws.
“You’ll do fine, kiddo,” he assured me.
I wasn’t so sure. I slumped in my seat.
“I’ve been thinking about your alien comment,” he said unexpectedly.
I sat bolt upright.
“Ever heard of Area 51?” he asked.
“Of course!” I swallowed with a tingle of anticipation. “Everyone has heard of Area 51.”
“Well, one of my best buddies was stationed in Arizona.” He nodded, obviously expecting me to be impressed.
“Arizona?” I repeated. I had always heard Area 51 was in Nevada.
“He was at Luke Air Force Base for quite a few years,” Al continued, apparently pleased with my reaction. “I’ll shoot him an email and see what he thinks about this alien theory of yours.”
I waited for him to continue, but when it became obvious that he was finished, I prodded. “So is he an expert on aliens or something?”
“Jack?” Al blinked. Apparently, I had interrupted his thoughts. “No, Jack was the senior supervisor over all sanitation operations for the entire base.”
So Jack was a senior janitor on an Air Force base in Arizona. I didn’t see how he could know anything about Area 51 in Nevada. I looked out the window, disappointed.
“It’s all about connections, Sydney,” Al stated with conviction. “The world runs on connections.”
“Yeah.” I nodded.
We didn’t talk anymore because we had arrived at the driver licensing office. Already, I regretted not studying as much as I should have. It wasn’t long before it was my turn to stand in the little booth and answer the questions on the computer.
It was harder than I thought it would be, and I was sure I had failed. I answered the last question and steeled myself for a low score. To my surprise, I got an 88%.
I had passed!
“I didn’t doubt you for a minute, kiddo.” Al tousled the top of my head as I exited the building with a driver’s permit in my hands. “You’re a smart one. Why don’t you drive home?”
“No, not yet.” I shook my head. I was a little too nervous.
He popped into the truck, but I didn’t follow him. I was rooted on the sidewalk. No one had ever called me a “smart one” before. I stood there a few moments, a little misty eyed, and then finally ran to the passenger side.
Al called Betty to share the news and told her we’d celebrate by bringing home Japanese food. It wasn’t long before we pulled up the driveway with a couple of plastic bags filled with containers of teriyaki, tempura, and pot-stickers.
It was an unexpectedly cheerful dinner. Betty invited Jerry—as my honorary family member—to the table, and we let him loose in one of the takeout boxes with a spoonful of rice.
I found myself congratulated for passing the test on the first try and was treated to a variety of humorous stories about Grace’s first driving attempts. She good-naturedly laughed as hard as the rest of us.
Al was the only one of us to eat with chopsticks. “After the time I served my country in Japan, it just don’t taste right off a fork,” he said.
“Doesn’t, dear,” I chimed softly along with Betty under my breath.
To my surprise, Al heard me. He reached over to tousle my hair again and chuckled. “Well, Betty, she’s got your back now.”
Betty smiled. “She’s my girl.”
My eyes watered unexpectedly. I had to blink rapidly and pretend something got in them. When that didn’t work, I jumped to my feet and started putting the food away. I grabbed the handful of unused chopsticks to toss them away when Betty stopped me, saying that Al enjoyed eating the leftovers with them. She stuck them in the corner of the silverware drawer.
Once the kitchen was tidy, Betty and Al settled in front of the TV and Grace disappeared into her room to text friends. I glanced through the window across the street. Both sports cars were in the driveway of Rafael’s house. Deciding now was as good a time as any, I stuffed a fork in one pocket, my cell phone in the other, and headed across the street.
It was dark and a little chilly outside. I hugged my sweatshirt close and walked up the driveway. They were obviously home. I could see lights were on inside the house.
My heart began to pound as I gingerly stepped onto the porch and tiptoed to the door. Feeling a little nervous, I pressed the doorbell.
The buzzer sounded, ringing through the house.
I waited for what seemed like a very long time and pushed the doorbell again.
When no one responded, I cupped my hands around my face and peered through a long narrow window next to the door. The light was on in the hall and the curtain was sheer, so I could see right through it and into an elegantly decorated living room. I recognized the modern black leather couch that Betty had drooled over when they had moved in. A glass coffee table stood in front of it. There was a thick, fuzzy white rug covering the hardwood floor, and several large paintings of flowers hung on the walls.
Right next to the couch, I saw a wheelchair and a neon pink lap quilt. I frowned at the wheelchair. The neon pink lap quilt looked vaguely familiar.
Suddenly, I heard a growl.
Startled, I whirled to see Ajax strutting onto the porch. His lips peeled back to reveal sharp, shiny teeth.
“Good boy, Ajax.” My voice shook as I held out my hand. “How are you doing?”
His growl deepened.
I rolled my eyes. Why should I even attempt to be nice to this dog? He had never liked me. “Alright, Ajax.” I snorted. “I get it. I know you hate me. Well, I don’t really like you either, so we are even.”
He kept growling.
“Fine! I’ll leave!” I snapped, edging off the porch. “You can tell your two-timing owner that I dropped by to talk to him, but I guess he’s too busy with his latest girlfriend.”
“Latest girlfriend?” Rafael repeated from the door.
I must have jumped several feet.
I whirled to find him framed in the hall, light streaming out of the open doorway. He was wearing sweats and a black tank top with his hair pulled back from his face with some kind of a hairband. He would have looked almost normal if not for the green glitter streaked under his eyebrows.
Embarrassed, I cleared my throat. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
Rafael frowned, appearing faintly insulted. “You must be referring to Reese. I assure you, it was a matter of business only.”
“Sorry,” I mumbled again, but added defensively, “She thought she was your girlfriend, and I only said you were two-timing because you’re engaged and still took her out. In my books, that’s very close to cheating.” I’d seen my mother devastated several times over less.
The muscle of his jaw visibly tightened. “It’s very complicated, Sydney.”
“Life usually is.” I shrugged my shoulders. I stuffed my hand in my pocket and gripped the handle of the fork.
“Would you care to come in?” He stood to the side, waving his hand in an intricate gesture of invitation.
“Only if you really want to talk and answer questions,” I countered, deciding to get directly to the point. “I don’t want to hear how Jareth is on drugs, because I don’t believe for a second that he is anymore.”
Rafael knit his brows, the streaks of green glitter giving him an almost wicked appearance as he peered down at me. With a slight bow, he repeated, “Please come in.”
Clutching my fork tightly, I stepped inside.
“I’m flattered by your faith in me, Sydney,” Jareth’s snide voice drawled from the shadows.
Rafael switched the living room lights on, and I could see Jareth reclining on a leather chair in the corner.
Surprised, I looked at them both. “I thought you were enemies?”
“’Enemies’…” Jareth drew the word out in a mocking tone. “That’s such a strong word.”
Rafael tilted his head to the side and tapped his long fingers on the back of the leather couch before offering a clipped explanation. “Jareth and I adhere to different belief systems.”
There was a stilted silence. They obviously didn’t want to talk about their relationship. I leaned against a stuffed chair and watched as they both glared at each other. Taking advantage of their distraction, I glanced around the living room, looking for evidence to prove that they were not human. It looked like a normal room. There was nothing alien about it at all.
It took some time before I noticed that their attention had shifted to me.
“What is it, Sydney?” Rafael folded his arms, perplexed. “Are you searching for something?”
I jerked and then promptly blushed. With a nervous titter, I replied, “Hey, you were the one who wanted to talk to me!”
I clearly made a horrible spy. It was obvious that I’d been up to something. They apparently thought so too. Jareth frowned as Rafael leaned against the wall to observe me from under half-lowered eyelashes.
After a few moments, Jareth prodded impatiently, “Well, Rafael? What did you want to speak to her about?”
Rafael didn’t reply. He appeared unusually tense. Every line of his body was taut, even his jaw.
With a humph of laughter, Jareth took a coin out of his pocket and began his infernal flipping.
I waited, not knowing what else to do and then Jareth chuckled again.
He rubbed me the wrong way. “What is so funny?” I asked, frowning a little.
But Jareth wasn’t looking at me. He was smirking at Rafael. “You should tell Marquis you won’t go through with it. Why don’t you throw out all those rules you adore and just follow where your heart leads you?”
Rafael shifted and cleared his throat. “I don’t understand what you speak of.”
“Oh, I think we can all see that is a lie.” Jareth snickered. “If not now, it will be soon. Very soon.”
At that, Rafael turned his full attention upon Jareth. His eyes were furious.
It only took a second for Jareth’s mouth to twist in a responding anger. “Emotion isn’t something you can contain, you fool! All those years of human studies should have taught you that. Why else do you think your engagement was rushed—”
“I haven’t formed any perilous ties!” Rafael thundered, stepping away from the wall to face Jareth fully. “That’s a dangerous lie!”
“Look at yourself in the mirror and then come back to tell me that.” Jareth’s eyes roiled with emotion.
They continued to glare at each other.
In my pocket, I held tightly onto my trusty fork. I was a little nervous, but mostly fascinated with their exchange. I couldn’t begin to understand their relationship. I really didn’t think they were enemies. They certainly fought like relatives. Maybe they really were cousins.
With a belligerent yawn, Jareth rearranged himself to dangle his foot over the chair. Adopting a flippant tone, he said, “You’re headed for a rude awakening, and it’ll be over the most ancient of things. Emotion. Friendship. Love.”
Rafael took a deep breath and turned pale.
“Yes, O Blue-Threaded Rafael, the Golden Child. Soon, everyone will know that you have turned Blue and will wonder why.” A wicked glint of humor flashed in Jareth’s eyes. “Though I think I’m close to answering that.”
Rafael remained silent, no longer appearing angry. Instead, he looked ill.
Jareth’s gaze shifted to me. “I find it fascinating that Sydney is still Blue and an even deeper shade than before, don’t you, Rafael?” It really wasn’t a question, and I wasn’t sure what he was implying.
“Blue?” I repeated.
“If you were to leave, Sydney would be White soon enough.” Rafael’s voice hardened. “I’ve completed our mission. You should return.”
I might as well have asked the wall. They could only hear each other.
“Oh, I think not.” Jareth disagreed with an arrogant toss of his head. “The mystery here has only deepened and it’s you, my dear Rafael, who appears to be the wild card. I can see your fate as easily as you can see mine. Your choice is soon.”
Rafael was so tense that I thought he was going to burst. I wondered why he just stood there, listening to Jareth’s continual provocations instead of saying something back.
“I’m curious…” Jareth fell silent, watching us both for a time before his face clouded and he sprang to his feet. “I see it now! The path you walk will break the Glass Wall!” He lifted his hand and pointed his finger at me.
Rafael’s response was startling. Launching himself between Jareth and me, he grabbed my arm and shoved me behind him. “Silence, Jareth! Your lips are far too loose! How dare you accuse me of such treason?!”
Jareth’s voice was angry. “If that is the path, then I can’t risk it. I should end this all now! Here! You know what is at stake!”
Ignoring him, Rafael slid his arm about my waist and half carried, half pushed me to the door, saying, “Forgive me, Sydney. You must go. We can’t speak now.”
“Ah, yes, let’s keep her ignorant, shall we?” Jareth shouted after us. “After all, why does she need to know about the Glass Wall?”
I craned my head around Rafael to catch a glimpse of Jareth. With his dark brows drawn in a mask of anger, he still pointed his finger at me. For a brief moment, I thought I saw a flash of silver in his hand.
“Go, Sydney!” Rafael ordered, catching me by the crook of the arm and propelling me out to the porch. He seemed angry, sad, and a little frightened as he slammed the door shut, practically in my face.
I blinked, a little unsure of what had just happened. But one thing disturbed me. If I was right and Rafael was frightened, then I was pretty sure that I should be utterly terrified. But over what?
Suddenly I realized that I was shaking.
Wondering what I’d just witnessed, I ran across the street and back home.
Betty and Al waved from the couch as I passed by. Grace was still in her room. Grateful to be alone, I closed my bedroom door and leaned against it, breathing heavily for a few moments.
Now that I was safe in my room, the whole situation seemed adventurous and exciting. My heart was pounding and I had never felt so alive. I’d always wanted to have an adventure—like in the movies. Now, I actually was!
Enthusiastically, I scrambled for my science notebook. Thumbing through the pages, I found a blank space and wrote the words The Glass Wall.
Why had Rafael become so upset when Jareth had mentioned it, and what did it have to do with me?
I scribbled down a few more notes that Rafael and Jareth held opposite beliefs but that they didn’t really fit the classic definition of enemies. After all, Jareth was sitting quite comfortably in Rafael’s living room, and they had obviously been on some kind of mission together.
That brought another thought that arrived with an unexpected pang of loss. Rafael had mentioned their mission was complete. Did that mean they were leaving soon?
I leapt up from the bed and found myself pacing a little.
I didn’t want them to go. I was just starting to get into the whole thing, and I wanted to figure out what was happening. They were far too interesting to disappear from my life. Yes, I supposed, in theory that they could be dangerous, but they didn’t seem out to harm me.
My life would be incredibly boring if they all just left.
Jerry’s wheel began to squeak, and I watched his little feet zooming over the bars as he ran in circles.
Then my eyes fell upon the mirror and the stones. I stared at them. I already had my evidence. Harmony had used the mirror to contact Rafael, and I already knew the stones weren’t normal.
I quickly retrieved them and sat on the bed to inspect the mirror first. I turned it around. One side was the mirror, the other a kind of metal with an engraved protection symbol. I peered into it, looking at my reflection, and turning it round and round, looking for something special. It looked like a regular mirror to me. I frowned, confused why Rafael had given me a mirror and looked at the stones.
They seemed a bit faded, not nearly as white as before, but I figured it was because they had been sitting in Jerry’s cage. I let them run through my fingers and decided to put them all back in my pocket. I had missed their sense of comfort.
Returning to my bed, I read my notes again, but paused when I came across the entry about Melody. Instantly, I recalled where I’d seen the neon pink lap quilt before. Reese’s Aunt Melody, the odd woman who had touched my arm at the soccer game had dropped it.
I sat bolt upright.
The woman had touched me. Her name was Melody. It was her wheelchair in Rafael’s house. Jareth had told me they were down here looking for their mentor. It must be Melody! It had been their mission to find her and that had been the reason Rafael had spent time with Reese. It made complete sense. Melody must also be the reason Harmony had shown up at school— to figure out when and where I had encountered her.
If finding Melody had been their mission, then they had certainly completed it. They probably would be leaving now.
I was so depressed I could hardly sleep.
Samantha asked me to work a few hours the next day, but first I had to listen to her “Keep Your Grades Up” speech.
“The instant your grades go downhill is the instant you lose this job!” she threatened, frowning at me. “So, do you promise to make your schoolwork a priority? You can’t get far in this world without a proper education.”
“I know,” I said. “I promise.” I wondered if she gave that speech to everyone, or if she’d been talking to Betty. But I felt guilty even thinking that. Betty would never betray me. Samantha probably just said that to everyone.
“Ok, then.” She nodded, apparently satisfied. “I have several appointments for custom orders tonight that I need you to take. I’ve got to run and inspect the new kitchen that I had to rent to fill Jareth’s orders.” She pointed to the order sheets pinned onto the bulletin board and walked away.
I went to the bulletin board and looked at the orders that I’d written down for Jareth. I saw the words “Paid in Full” stamped across the top and noticed everything had come to a total of $78,300.23. I also noticed Samantha’s writing on the margin. She’d crossed out “Jareth Sucks” and had replaced it with just “Jareth”. I smiled, knowing he’d be disappointed with her change.
I sighed. The entire day I had experienced a sense of loss every time I thought of either Rafael or Jareth. It was kind of funny. I was going to miss them when they were gone.
I gathered the catering binder and order pad and headed to the front of the store. A quick glance around revealed neither Jareth nor Rafael. I sighed again. My life was teetering toward boredom already.
My first customer turned out to be Reese. She flagged me down as I headed toward the back table to set up my temporary station.
“I need to change my order, Sydney. Get over here and write it down,” she snapped rudely.
I walked to her table, wondering why she was here when Jareth and Rafael were not. It was then that I noticed she looked decidedly peeved. So did her friends.
“I have to move my party out a few days.” Reese pouted.
“I really don’t see why,” one of her friends inserted. “She was just an old lady.”
“I know! I mean, it wasn’t like it wasn’t expected.” Reese rolled her eyes. “And, I’ve been planning this party for so long.”
“What happened?” I asked curiously.
“My Aunt Melody died.” Reese appeared extremely put out.
I caught my breath. Dead? Surely, Jareth and Rafael hadn’t killed her. I shook my head. No, that couldn’t be. I’d only seen the empty wheelchair, though. I couldn’t suppress a shiver. Maybe they were more dangerous than I thought.
“You’re so weird, Sydney.” Reese looked at me in disgust. “You’re always spacing out. Don’t you pay attention to anything going on around you?”
I looked at her and she suddenly reminded me of one of Betty’s clueless chickens. She wasn’t even worth getting upset over. “What date did you want to change your party to, Reese?” I asked sweetly.
“The Saturday after Thanksgiving.” She glared at me with growing frustration.
“All changed.” I scrawled the modifications on the page, smiled, and then moved away.
The rest of the evening passed quickly. I took down several big orders, but nothing as big as Jareth’s, of course. Still, I knew Samantha would be pleased.
Betty and Grace picked me up and Betty insisted I drive home. Grace waved at me absent-mindedly and spent the trip home texting Ellison and laughing. Betty had me drop her off at the neighbor’s house down the street, and I drove Grace the few remaining feet home.
I pulled up, parked in our driveway, and turned off the keys to the ignition. I looked at Rafael’s house through the rear view mirror, wondering if Melody were alive or not. The thought was a somber one. It reminded me that Jung was dead and that someone had been responsible for that. Surely, they hadn’t killed an old lady? I just couldn’t believe they were capable of that.
“You like him, don’t you?” Grace asked suddenly.
I jumped. “Huh?”
“Rafael.” Grace pointed to the Bentley in his driveway.
“He’s engaged,” I said, frowning.
“Really?” Grace seemed surprised. “I could have sworn he liked you. You know … something in the way he looks at you.”
“What do you mean?” I asked curiously.
“I dunno. Guess I was wrong.” She shrugged and hopped out of the truck.
I followed her into the house.
“Come here, kiddo!” Al called me from the kitchen.
He was sitting at the table, poking around with a clear plastic tube and some wires. “Jack sent us a high-priority package.” As I joined him, he dropped his voice conspiratorially. “You know, in response to the matter I told you that I’d bring to his attention.”
I looked closer at the tube. It had some kind of electronics board in it, a panel of lights, and a metal disk on top that reminded me of a food processor blade. It was definitely the kind of thing that a friend of Al’s would send. “This is an alien detection kit,” Al explained. His voice held a note of awe. “It’s designed to detect magnetic and electromagnetic disturbances.”
“Really,” I murmured, hoping I didn’t sound as skeptical as I felt. He’d been so kind to me that I didn’t want to hurt his feelings.
“You just take this with you, kiddo.” Al handed it to me gingerly. “If you come across one of your aliens, then we’ll all hear this thing shriek. The alarm can be heard a mile away.”
I looked at it closely. The little lights on the front panel were blinking. “So, it’s already running?” I asked.
“Yes,” Al nodded. “It hasn’t detected anything unusual so far.”
He walked away, vastly pleased with himself. I set the contraption on the counter next to the microwave. I looked at the little green lights blinking on and off and snorted. It was obviously a piece of junk if it couldn’t detect the aliens right across the street.
I rummaged in Al’s spy drawer, briefly looked at his portable bionic ear, but decided to use the night vision goggles. It was time to do a little spying of my own. I was going to figure out what had happened to Melody. Honestly, I couldn’t imagine either Jareth or Rafael killing anyone, but at this point, I reluctantly admitted that anything was possible.
Tigger followed me outside to do his nightly business as I hid behind the pine trees and focused my night vision goggles on Rafael’s house. All the lights were off, except for the hall light downstairs. Both cars were in the driveway, but there was no movement in the house. Surely they hadn’t all gone to bed this early.
Behind me, Tigger returned to the porch and turned in three laborious circles before settling down to snooze.
I peered through the goggles for several minutes. Maybe they weren’t even there. Then the thought struck me, maybe they had left for good already.
That bothered me enough that I decided it was worthwhile to cross the street for a closer look. I marched up their sidewalk to the front door. Peering through the window, I could see the hall light was still on. The furniture was still there, but the wheelchair was gone. I squinted closer when all of a sudden Ajax leapt into my face from the other side of the window.
Screeching, I fell back. I hated that dog. I was positive he had waited until he was sure I’d have a heart attack before letting me know he was there. I could see him on the other side of the window, his lips split in an evil grin.
Now that I was sprawled on the porch, he decided to bark. I scrambled to my feet and gritted my teeth. I had banged my knee. As I limped down the first step, cursing Ajax, the door opened. Wincing, I turned around expecting to see Rafael but was surprised to find Marquis instead, watching me with his beady eyes.
“Sydney,” he greeted me politely and stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind him.
“Sorry to bother you.” I licked my suddenly dry lips. Unnerved, I blurted, “I was just looking for Rafael.”
“My son?” Marquis folded his arms and nodded thoughtfully. “He’s with his fiancée.”
“Oh!” I shrugged, blinking a little. “Well, sorry to bother you then.” I began to limp down the remaining steps.
“He’ll be returning to Sweden soon,” Marquis continued, following me to the edge of the porch. “It would be best if you don’t contact him.”
“Ok.” I frowned a little. I hadn’t done anything wrong. I wondered why he made me feel like I had. “Well, good night, then.”
He didn’t say anything. He watched me cross the street before slowly returning inside his house.
Feeling a little raw, I limped across our front yard. My knee throbbed.
I glanced back at Rafael’s house. What was Marquis implying? That I was pursuing Rafael? I snorted. The thought was ludicrous. I sat down on the porch step and absently reached back to pet Tigger. He lazily lifted his head to look at me with his droopy eyes before settling back to sleep.
I’d never liked Marquis from the beginning, and I liked him less now. In all of the excitement the past few days, I’d forgotten about the red tendrils. He’d been up to no good, of that I was certain.
I tossed the night vision goggles aside and blew my hair out of my face. Too bad Jareth hadn’t been hanging around. Even though he was kind of intimidating, and had been in a rather nasty mood the last time I’d seen him, he’d leaked more information than anyone else. I still had his phone number in my pocket.
On a whim, I took it out and looked at the numbers in the dim porch light. I rolled my eyes and tossed it aside. It probably wasn’t even his real cell phone number.
“You called?” I heard Jareth’s voice whisper next to me.
Startled, I jumped to my feet and would have screamed if he hadn’t clamped his hand over my mouth. Grabbing me by the arm, he pushed me toward the trees. I panicked. I didn’t know where he was taking me. I struggled, grabbed the fork in my pocket, and stabbed him viciously.
Immediately, his grip loosened and let me go.
Whirling, I expected to find him on his knees, writhing in pain, like Harmony had, but instead he was towering over me, appearing immensely annoyed. Swearing under his breath, he plucked the fork protruding from his hand and tossed it away.
My eyes widened and my mouth opened, but I couldn’t make a squeak.
“That’s hardly fair, Sydney.” Jareth grimaced. “I only came because you called.”
“I didn’t call you!” I gasped. I looked at the porch where I had tossed the paper. I had just glanced at it. I hadn’t even reached for my cell phone.
“You read the numbers, didn’t you?” he replied scathingly. He grabbed my shoulder and pushed me a few feet closer to the trees with the rough explanation, “Marquis is watching you. I don’t want him to see me.”
Safely out of view from Rafael’s house, he leaned against the side of ours and shoved his hands in his pockets. He seemed unusually irritated, but then, I had just stabbed him with a fork. Apparently I had been wrong about stainless steel.
“Hey,” I said, suddenly recalling his words from before, “I thought you said you couldn’t come to the house.”
“I obviously can now!” he retorted with no further explanation.
“Sorry to have bothered you!” I snapped. “I didn’t realize I was even calling you, so you can go back to doing whatever it was …” My words trailed off as I noticed his outfit for the first time. With difficulty, I finished the sentence, “… you were doing.”
In the dim light of the streetlights, I could see he was wearing the same type of outfit that Rafael had worn on Halloween, but with the addition of chains. Feathers, chains, and scarves all twisted around a form-fitting suit. His arms were bare, revealing finely sculpted muscles, and his face bedecked with glitter and half covered in makeup. The white pigeon, from before, sat on his shoulder, preening its feathers.
Jareth caught my gaze and sent me an amused smile. “Ah yes, I suppose my everyday dress would seem strange to a human.”
I swallowed. “Well, you are a rock star.”
“You know quite well that I’m not.” Jareth tossed his head in an impatient gesture. “Though of all the human careers available, it was the only one I could tolerate. Barely.”
“Then what are you?” I asked, annoyed at his belittling tone.
He laughed, but it wasn’t a nice laugh. The bird on his shoulder ruffled its feathers. “I’m disappointed. I thought you would have figured it out by now. You’ve been surprisingly brilliant at times, but a complete dullard at others. Surely, the iron was a huge hint?”
“You know, I don’t know why I thought I wanted to talk to you,” I snapped at him. “I’ve much better things to do than to stand around being insulted by an alien.”
“Alien?” Jareth grinned. “Now, that’s the first time I’ve ever been called that!”
“Whatever!” I frowned at him, my temper getting the best of me.
“If you’re trying to figure out what we are, then you must look back into history. I might suggest Ireland or Avalon.” he said, still grinning. It was an arrogant grin. “This isn’t the first time the human race has encountered us.”
He was enjoying my confusion far too much. Since he appeared chatty, I decided to ask what was really on my mind, “Did you kill Melody?”
Genuine surprise flickered across his face, followed once again by amusement. “If you are going to survive your destiny, Sydney, you are going to have to look deeper, beyond the obvious. Why would I kill someone I’ve spent the past year trying to find?”
I frowned and snapped a bit sarcastically myself, “Because you are an assassin, perhaps?”
He grinned. “Touché. I forget I’m speaking to a human. Such thoughts are rare for my kind.” He bowed at me in what appeared to be some kind of an apology and then added, “Melody is not dead.”
“Reese said she was dead—” I began.
“To her, she is.” He shrugged. “Melody was never Reese’s aunt to begin with. It was the best cover Melody could find under the circumstances and it was a good one. We had a hard time finding her as it was.”
I felt a rush of relief. I hadn’t wanted to believe they were killers.
“Don’t be a fool.” Jareth continued with a slightly exasperated tone. “It is no small wonder Rafael is enamored with you, even though it would be catastrophic. You both live with your head in the clouds. The universe is not a rosy place and there are no “happy endings”. You will find more heartache and pain than anything else.”
“Enamored?” I repeated, caught by the word, and then shivered remembering the other one and added, “Catastrophic?”
He opened his mouth to say something else when Al opened the front door and called, “Sydney? Are you there, kiddo?”
As I watched, Jareth sent me a mocking look and then simply disappeared. Where he had been standing was a cloud of mist.
I shivered.
It was one thing to see it on tape, or to believe it in theory. It was entirely another to see Jareth disappear right in front of me.
“Sydney?” Al called louder.
“I’m here,” I said, licking my lips and heading toward the porch.
“Thought we heard voices, kiddo,” he said, frowning deeply enough that a crease appeared between his brows.
“I was just talking to Tigger,” I lied. Since Tigger was snoozing on the front porch, it was a bad lie. I added belatedly, “I mean, I was calling him … trying to find him.”
“He’s right here.” Al chuckled fondly at the dog and leaned down to scratch his belly. “Aren’t you the wily one, Tigger, hiding here while Sydney’s trying to find you?”
I looked at Tigger stare adoringly into Al’s eyes and decided he was definitely the most useless dog that I had ever encountered. He hadn’t even squeaked when Jareth had appeared and had shoved me into the trees. I was sure Tigger had snoozed the entire time.
Al held the door open for me and I went inside, but not before I stooped to pick up Jareth’s phone number still sitting on the top step. It might prove useful.
I always had a lot to think about after speaking to Jareth. What had he meant by Rafael being enamored with me? And that it was catastrophic? And what had he meant that humans had met them before and that iron was a huge hint? I was going to have to borrow Betty’s computer.
First, I wanted to get something to drink, because my mouth was dry. As I gulped down the water, my eyes fell on the alien detection kit. I snorted, but I was still drinking, and I ended up with water in my nose. I recovered after a minute and eyed the contraption. Yeah, it was a piece of junk. Jareth had just appeared and disappeared in the front yard and the thing hadn’t even let out a peep.
But then Jareth had said they weren’t aliens. I squinted, trying to recall his exact words. What he had said about Rafael had distracted me a little too much, but after concentrating a few minutes, I recalled the words “Avalon”, “Ireland”, and “Iron”. Everyone knew of Avalon and King Arthur’s sword, but I had no idea what it had to do with Ireland and Iron. Apparently, I was going to have to start researching legends and folklore.
It was too late to use Betty’s computer, but my head was pounding anyway. I decided to write down as much as I could in my science notebook and research it at school. I was sure he had given me enough clues to get a few steps closer, maybe even to unlock the entire mystery itself.
School kept me busy the first part of the day, but in the afternoon, I escaped to the library and began my research. I flipped through books and searched on the computer for the terms “Avalon”, “Ireland”, and “Iron”. The results were amusing; almost all of them were about fairies.
Finally, I sat down at the table and seriously considered the possibility that they were fairies. It would explain the fairy runes. After a few minutes, I laughed heartily at myself. How could I even think it? Jareth, Rafael, and Harmony were certainly taller than a few inches, and they didn’t have wings. They had nothing in common with Tinkerbell.
Obviously, I was missing something.
I spent a few more minutes reading about fairies and learned that there were different kinds, but they all still had wings. I’d seen Jareth take his shirt off at the concert and he hadn’t had any wings. I sighed. It was another dead end.
Besides, if Jareth was a fairy, the fork should have caused him pain. I had confirmed that stainless steel really was mostly iron. Yeah, Harmony had been hurt by iron but he hadn’t. I had to be missing a clue. After all, Jareth was one of them; I had seen him disappear!
Tired of reading, I decided to make a little chart in my notebook. I gave each alien—or fairy—a row, and noted down the traits that I had observed.
Jareth - iron doesn’t bother him, he doesn’t have wings, he disappears, talks normal
Rafael - ?, ?, he disappears, talks as if from seventeenth century sometimes
Harmony - iron bothers her, ?, she disappears, talks normal - except the Heaven’s Bells
After that, I found myself stumped. I finally decided that Jareth must have been deliberately giving me false clues. He did seem to have a sadistic streak. He had lied about iron being a clue. My fork hadn’t bothered him in the slightest except to put him in a peevish mood.
The last bell rang, and I stuffed my notebook into my backpack. I was just going to have to get Jareth to talk some more. Maybe he’d make a mistake and drop me a real clue.
Betty had to drive Grace and a couple of other girls to a soccer game, so Al said he’d pick me up and take me out to practice driving.
Waiting for him, I played with the fairy runes in my pocket and wandered around the bridge, kicking the inspirational words. Suddenly, something sharp pricked my finger. Startled, I jerked and shook out the contents of my pocket. The fairy runes had turned black and gray, and one of them had shattered into shards. I peered closely at the ones that were still intact. The symbols were peeling off, and I could see fractures in the stone.
I felt an ominous chill run down my spine. What did it mean? It didn’t look good.
Al pulled up in his truck with Tigger, or at least I assumed the black sniffing nostrils resting on the window ledge belonged to Tigger. Apparently, he was too lazy to stick his head out of the window.
“Take over, kiddo.” Al chuckled as I approached.
I nervously slid into the driver’s seat. I’d never driven Al’s truck before. It was much bigger than Betty’s.
“Any progress on your alien investigation?” Al asked conversationally as I gingerly tapped the gas pedal.
“Not really.” I shrugged.
“Well, Jack is willing to help out, if you ever find any evidence. He has connections you could only dream about.” Al was obviously proud of his friend.
I didn’t answer because I was too tense driving Al’s truck. It was definitely different from Betty’s, and I was growing paranoid that I’d hit something.
Al kept chatting and instead of letting me go directly home, insisted that we stop to get hamburgers. It was nerve-wracking to navigate his monstrous truck through the drive-through, but I was proud of myself after I had done it.
“I knew you could do it.” Al chuckled as I paid for the burgers and handed him the bag. “You should have more faith in yourself, Sydney. You’ve got a real head on your shoulders.”
I smiled and headed over the bridge to Mercer Island. Al always made me feel good about myself. He flipped on the radio and began to sing along with the song that was playing. Every now and then, he’d push Tigger’s nose out of the hamburger bag.
We were halfway across the bridge when the truck started to sputter and cough.
Al frowned, sitting up straight as the truck lurched forward. “Pull over, kiddo,” he ordered curtly. “And put those hazard lights on!”
I barely managed to park the truck on the side of the bridge before it died completely. Al hopped out and popped the hood open, and I joined him as the cars whizzed around us. It was already growing dark, and he had to use a flashlight to inspect the engine.
After a few minutes, he closed the hood and heaved a sigh. “This hunk of metal isn’t going anywhere tonight without a tow truck.”
“Did I do something wrong?” I swallowed.
Al grinned at me and tousled my head. “Of course not! I’ll just call Dennis at the shop. He’ll pick it up before the cops do, and we can walk home. It’s just a few miles.”
I snagged my backpack from the truck and burrowed deeper into my sweatshirt. It was chilly on the bridge. As Al talked on his cell phone, my eyes fell on Tigger. I wondered how Al was going to get that dog to walk a couple of miles when I’d never seen him walk more than twenty feet.
Satisfied that Dennis was on the way with the tow truck, Al grabbed the burgers, pulled Tigger out of the cab, and locked the truck.
“Are you sure Tigger can make it a few miles?” I asked a little skeptically.
“Tigger?” Al appeared surprised at my question. “Of course! He’s a pure bloodhound. When they’re tracking a scent they can go for miles!”
Al handed me my hamburger, and we began to eat as we headed over the bridge. To my surprise, Tigger kept to our heels, his eyes locked on our burgers. I smiled. Al was right. It looked like Tigger would walk miles for a scent—the scent of a hamburger.
The wind was vicious, stirring up the lake below and causing the waves to crash against the side of the bridge. We walked without speaking, watching the beautiful sunset dazzle us with a spectacular array of colors. It was so striking that we both pointed to it as we munched on our burgers, but we didn’t find it necessary to do more than grunt. Al was good company. He knew the importance of companionable silence.
Above our heads, seagulls swooped in circles, on the alert for any sign of a handout. Grinning a little at the greedy birds, I tore off a piece of my burger bun and tossed it into the air.
I was unprepared for what happened next.
The seagulls dove and Tigger leapt, all of their eyes focused on the small piece of burger arcing in the air. Only the seagulls had wings and Tigger didn’t.
To my horror, I watched as the bloodhound’s legs stretched with his nose pointed toward the burger and his jowls flapping in the wind. Closing his eyes, he opened his mouth to capture the tidbit, but he missed and sailed right over the bridge railing, straight into the riotous waves of the lake below.
Al’s mouth dropped open in horror.
We both rushed to the railing, but we could do nothing other than watch helplessly as Tigger crashed into the waves.
Suddenly, there was the sound of a roaring engine and squealing tires behind us. I whirled to see Marquis’ red sports car skidding to a halt halfway on the sidewalk. Rafael leapt out of the driver’s side and rushed to join us at the railing. His piercing gray eyes riveted on the flailing bloodhound fighting the waves.
“He’s too old! He’ll never make it!” Rafael shouted grimly.
Before we could respond, he tossed his car keys to me and climbed up on the railing.
“Wait!” I heard Al’s voice rising above the wind, but it was too late.
Rafael had already jumped.
I could hardly believe what I was seeing. I felt awful that I had caused Tigger to jump, but now Rafael had suddenly appeared and had followed him into the freezing lake.
Al looked at me, confused and grief stricken. It was then that I realized how much he loved Tigger. Apparently, it was just as much as I loved Jerry.
Feeling even worse, I squinted at the choppy waves below us.
Rafael had executed the perfect dive to land beside Tigger thrashing in the pounding waves.
“They’re both going to drown!” Al yelled, upset. He searched his pockets desperately for his cell phone. “We’ve got to call for help!”
I frowned. I knew Rafael could just disappear and appear whenever he liked, but I didn’t know if he could take Tigger with him.
Rafael looped his arm around Tigger’s neck, and the Bloodhound quit struggling. Then Rafael began to swim. It was impressive. He moved very fast, as if he had fins, pulling the dog along with ease. Obviously, Rafael was a champion swimmer.
“Look at that!” Al whistled, beginning to smile. Forgetting all about his phone, he clapped me on the shoulder. “Look at that kid! Have you ever seen anything like it?”
I had to admit I hadn’t. Apparently, Rafael wasn’t going to have to pull any alien-or-whatever-they-were tricks to rescue Tigger. Despite the freezing and turbulent water, he was already halfway to shore.
“Let’s go get them!” Al shouted, snagging the keys from me and heading toward Marquis’ car.
It took me several seconds to get into the passenger side because the cars on the bridge zipped around us at top speed, but I finally managed it. I tossed my backpack in the back and clicked the seatbelt as Al zipped across the bridge and down a small road that led to the shore.
The trip was short, but Al raved the entire time about Rafael’s swimming abilities. “That kid should be in the Olympics. I’ve never seen anything like it. And that water is freezing! Have you ever seen anything like that?”
I hadn’t, but even if I had, he was so excited he didn’t give me a chance to speak.
We arrived at a small park with a collection of picnic tables clustered around a few trees hanging over the lake. We parked the car just in time to see Rafael pulling Tigger out of the water.
Tigger shook his fur and wagged his tail as Al bounded out of the car, running toward them. Al’s first action was to clasp Rafael in a bear hug, and then he went to Tigger and did the same.
Nodding at me in greeting, Rafael bent over to hold onto his knees and catch his breath.
Suddenly, I felt shy. I don’t know why I chose that moment to recall Grace’s comments about Rafael liking me, but I did. I could feel my cheeks start to redden. But then Rafael straightened, shaking his wet hair and began to wring his shirt, and I kicked myself into action.
As Al began talking with him again, I glanced around the car for something to offer as a towel. There wasn’t anything in the front or back, so I opened the trunk and spied a blanket. I yanked it out and took a step toward Rafael when I noticed something red and glowing in the back of the trunk.
It was Marquis’ red tube.
I didn’t even hesitate. Without a second thought, I grabbed the tube, and as I passed my open car door, I smoothly tossed it into my backpack before heading toward Rafael.
He was leaning casually against a picnic table and laughing easily with Al, seeming to have already recovered from his chilling swim. His wet shirt had molded around his stomach to reveal washboard abs, the material clinging to his body like plastic wrap. His muscles distracted me a good moment or two before I shook my head clear. This was an excellent opportunity. Sidling up to him, I tossed the blanket over his shoulders and leaned back a little to take a quick peek.
Nope. He didn’t have wings. The shirt was just as clingy on the back. There was simply no place for wings to hide.
Rafael watched me with brows drawn in a faintly puzzled line, but nodded his thanks for the blanket. It was a bit funny, his blue eye shadow and eyeliner dripped down the side of his face a little, but still I had never seen a guy look so masculine.
“I don’t know how to thank you, young man,” Al was saying again, succumbing to another wave of emotion as he enveloped Rafael in yet another bear hug.
Rafael laughed, patting Al on the back but stepped quickly out of his reach the moment Al let him go. “I’m most pleased to find that Tigger hasn’t suffered any adverse effects.” He bowed politely.
Al bowed in return, obviously attempting to copy Rafael’s in an overt sign of respect.
Rafael’s lips curved into a smile at Al’s gesture before he turned to address the dog. “I believe you’ll look before you jump next time, Tigger.”
All at once, I recalled I was responsible for this incident. Wincing a little, I mumbled, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know he’d jump after the burger. I was just trying to feed the seagulls.”
“Well, I didn’t know he’d do that, either, kiddo.” Al reached over and tousled my hair affectionately. “Now that we have a happy ending, we have quite a story to tell—quite a story!”
Rafael shook the blanket out, began to fold it and asked, “May I offer you a ride home?”
“That’s downright gentlemanly of you, young man.” Al looked at Tigger’s wet fur and then at the sports car. “But that car is a bit too fancy for a dog.”
Rafael appeared genuinely surprised. “Nonsense! Ajax rides with me all of the time,” he insisted. Whistling for Tigger, he strode to the car.
To my astonishment, Tigger fell into step by his side almost prancing. I’d never seen Tigger move like that before. He didn’t look nearly as elegant as Ajax did. Ajax was lean, a mass of muscle. Tigger was a bundle of wrinkled fat that jiggled in ripples, but he was proudly trotting as if he were a champion in a dog show.
Apparently, Rafael found him amusing as well, because his eyes were laughing as he opened the back door, and Tigger jumped in.
As the dog landed on my backpack, I found myself flying to the car. I didn’t want to explain what Marquis’ red tube was doing in my belongings. Pushing past Rafael and zipping quickly into the backseat, I volunteered quickly, “I’ll sit back here with Tigger!”
“Alright, then,” I heard Al say as he got into the car. “I’ll help you clean the seats when we get home.”
“That won’t be necessary, I assure you.” Rafael sent me an enchanting smile and then turned the ignition on and began backing the car onto the dirt road, adding, “After all, Tigger is quite clean now. He just had a bath.”
Al chuckled heartily. He was practically beaming at Rafael. “You really have a thing for animals, don’t you? And swimming! Why aren’t you on the Olympics team, young man? You could definitely pick up a gold medal or two for your country! I’ll even go so far as to say it’s your patriotic duty!”
“Perhaps.” Rafael shrugged, obviously amused. “But, I’m studying medicine. Of late, I find I have little time for such things as swimming.”
“Ah! Are you studying to be a vet?” Al asked.
Rafael shook his head. “I’m focusing on cellular research. I’m interested in eradicating disease in humanity.”
“A noble goal!” Al nodded in overt approval. “A noble goal, indeed!”
I smiled to myself. I guessed after this, I wouldn’t be hearing Al saying anything suspicious about Rafael. I glanced up to see him watching me in the rearview mirror. I experienced a wave of guilt, but he just sent me a warm smile. It made me feel even guiltier. I almost took the red tube out of my backpack, but then Al started speaking again and Rafael quit looking at me.
“How can I repay you, young man?” Al was asking.
“Please, don’t trouble yourself, I was happy to help.”
“Well, I can’t just let something this big go unrewarded!”
They went back and forth the entire trip home.
Finally, Rafael pulled into our driveway.
Al got out of the car, taking Tigger with him, but not before he ordered Rafael, “You just stay here a minute, young man! I’ve got to brief Betty. She’ll want to thank you herself.”
As Al disappeared into the house, Rafael got out of the car and stretched.
Slipping my backpack onto my back, I walked around the car to join him, but when I got there, Rafael was staring at the grass with a deep frown.
He knelt and lifted a handful of rocks, letting them run through his fingers. I peered over his shoulder and saw that the fairy runes in the yard had turned black and gray, splintering as the ones in my pocket had.
He was strangely quiet for a few moments and then rose to his feet. Peering down at me with troubled gray eyes, he said softly, “I can’t protect you if you can’t trust me.”
“I trust you…” I began, but stopped. It wasn’t exactly true. I didn’t want to lie to him.
Rafael expelled a short breath and stooped to pick up a black stone. “From the looks of this, I lost your trust over a week ago.” He was obviously upset.
I felt guilty. In fact, at the rate the day was going, I was pretty sure I was going to drown in guilt soon, but I hadn’t intentionally wronged anyone. Defensively, I countered. “I’d really like to trust you, but how can you expect blind trust when you hide so many secrets? Trust goes both ways, you know.”
His jaw tensed, and I could see him swallow as he stared over my head. Finally, he looked into my eyes again. “I understand, but if you can’t trust me, then trust neither of us. Stay away from us both!”
I knew he was speaking of Jareth. “Well, isn’t it all a moot point now?” I asked, strangely a little emotional myself. “I mean, you are leaving. Your father said you were off to Sweden soon, with your fiancée.”
Rafael blinked, and his elegant brow arched a little. “He said … what? When did you speak to my father?” He was clearly surprised.
“Last night.” I shrugged. “Aren’t you leaving?”
“No.” Rafael shook his head. “I can’t leave. He should know that.”
An irrational leap of joy flooded me and I smiled. I couldn’t stop myself.
Rafael caught my expression. His eyes responded warmly, but his lips tightened in a firm line.
Then, the front door slammed and we looked over to see Al, Betty, and Grace hurrying toward us with Tigger at their heels.
“Al just told us what happened!” Betty said a little breathlessly. “We can’t thank you enough! Tigger is one of the family!”
As we watched, Tigger wandered over to Betty’s truck and lay down behind the rear wheel with a loud sigh of contentment.
We all laughed.
Betty turned back to Rafael. “Well, you’re just going to have to come over for dinner!”
“That is very kind.” Rafael bowed politely.
Betty’s eyes lit with a sudden idea. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving? Why don’t you come over? Bring the entire family! We insist!”
“We couldn’t possibly presume.” Marquis’ voice inserted itself into the conversation. Surprised, we all turned to see him walking up the driveway.
I still found it hard to believe that he was Rafael’s father. He just couldn’t be. It had to be a cover. They looked nothing alike, and Marquis always made my flesh crawl. I shivered, wondering if he could sense his red tube in my backpack, but his attention was focused solely on his son.
“Come, Rafael.” He held out his hand.
Rafael eyed him a moment, and then turning back to Betty, he said, “Actually, we would be delighted to join your festivities.”
Before Betty could respond, Marquis cleared his throat. “Rafael, we have business to attend to!” It was an obvious warning.
“Then, feel free to attend to it,” Rafael replied calmly enough, but his eyes were angry. Turning back to Betty, he added with another bow, “I will be at your Thanksgiving dinner, I swear it.”
I eyed Rafael, again wondering why his words sometimes sounded like he was stuck in the seventeenth century when the rest of his relatives didn’t.
Marquis face darkened.
“Well, then!” Betty smiled nervously. She looked a little strained. I knew she hated conflict. “We are very happy to have you!”
Glaring at Rafael, Marquis bowed stiffly and slid into the passenger’s seat of his car. He leaned over the driver’s seat and snapped, “We must be going!”
Al stepped forward to grab Rafael’s hand and shake it vigorously. “I can’t thank you enough!”
“Please rest assured that you have,” Rafael replied. He watched me for a moment and then said, “Perhaps I can give you a ride to work this weekend, Sydney.”
“Sure,” I mumbled.
“Time to go!” Marquis said loudly.
At that, Rafael clenched his jaw again. Leaning into the car, he tossed the keys at Marquis and said, “If you are in such a rush, please feel free to drive yourself.”
Marquis stared at him, shocked.
Then, with a final bow, Rafael walked across the street and into his house, slamming the door.
Cursing under his breath and without glancing in our direction even once, Marquis got into the driver’s seat and zoomed away.
Betty and Al looked at each other.
“What a swimmer!” Al shook his head, sliding his arm about Betty’s waist as they returned to the house. “That kid should be in the Olympics!”
The front door clicked shut, leaving Grace and me still standing in the yard.
She pulled her phone out of her pocket and flipped it open with a grin. “I bet this is going to be the best Thanksgiving ever! I’m going to invite Ellison right now. It would be a crime if he missed this!”
Once inside my room, I shook Marquis’ red tube out onto my bed. Recalling the tendrils coming out of the top, I couldn’t believe that I had been so foolish as to actually pick it up with my bare hands, or to steal it for that matter, but it was too late now.
I poked it with a pencil.
Nothing happened.
I pushed it around on the bed and stared at it closely. It just looked like a red fluorescent bulb of some kind. Maybe Betty had been right and the tendrils had just been light reflections. I wondered what it had to do with Marquis.
I stared at the tube for a while, wondering if I should tell Al I had it. I was torn. I wasn’t exactly sure he’d be all that understanding of me stealing it. He followed the law to the letter. And now that Rafael was a hero in his eyes, I definitely didn’t think Al would approve.
Deciding I should wait, I rolled the tube into a towel and stuffed it under my bed. I didn’t really like it there. Something about it made my flesh crawl, much in the same manner as Marquis, but I thought it was the best hiding place.
I was yawning in English class the next afternoon when I came up with the brilliant idea of dangling the tube in front of the alien detection kit, and the opportunity arrived soon after I got home.
Betty had sold a large shipment of her baskets and enlisted both Grace and me to load her truck. Since Grace had a few errands to run, they drove off together to the UPS store. They invited me to go with them, of course, but I was anxious to test the red tube. Finally satisfied that I was alone, I carried it into the kitchen and set the alien detection kit down in front of it.
Nothing happened.
Carefully, I rolled the tube out of the towel, grabbed a wooden spoon, and used it to push the tube against the device.
Nothing happened. The little green lights blinked steadily.
“Of course!” I sighed. What else could I expect from a senior janitor at an Arizona Air Force base?
I pushed the glowing tube back into the towel and put it back under my bed.
The next few days passed quickly, wrapping up school projects in preparation for the Thanksgiving holiday and working for Samantha. Thanks to Jareth, her business had perked up and was growing by the day.
I worried off and on about the red tube, wondering if Marquis was going to find out that I’d taken it. I made up my mind to give it back to Rafael, only he never showed up to drive me to my job as he had suggested. In fact, I hadn’t seen him or his car for days. It seemed very unlike him to suggest something and then to simply disappear.
Every night, I continued my research on Avalon. I learned it was the legendary isle where King Arthur’s sword had been forged. There was some dispute as to where the isle was actually located, depending on who told the story, but pretty much all accounts claimed that it was the homeland of an immortal named Morgan le Fay. It was all very interesting in a historical or legendary sort of way, but I didn’t see what it had to do with iron or Ireland. I figured it was just like Jareth to send me on a wild goose chase. He probably found it terribly amusing.
The day before Thanksgiving, Neelu showed up for a visit. She offered to take me out somewhere for a chat, but I felt more comfortable in the kitchen with Betty around.
“Looks like your grades are improving.” Neelu smiled pleasantly. “Everything seems to be humming along just fine?”
“Yep.” I replied, smiling a little as she glanced at her watch for the fifth time.
“And you seem to be fitting in well here?”
“Yep.” I nodded.
“Everything is ok, then?” She looked at her watch again. “I hear you have a job now?”
“I’m really doing fine, Neelu.” I laughed at her. “You can go, you know. I’m fine. There is nothing to worry about.”
She looked a little embarrassed and said, “I’m just so busy, Sydney. I’ve got a court case to get ready for, oh—” she interrupted herself and slapped her hand on her forehead. The rows of bracelets on her arm jingled. “I forgot! Your mother has the evening out for Thanksgiving. She mentioned that you two are going to Denny’s?”
I had completely forgotten about that. I found myself frowning, surprised that I had only been thinking of Rafael on Thanksgiving.
“You can always invite your mother here,” Betty suggested and patted me on the arm. “The more the merrier! And if I do say so myself, my dinner will be much better than Denny’s!”
“I can invite her?” I brightened, sitting up a little. Nodding to Neelu, I said, “Fine, I’ll do that.”
“Ok, I’ll give her a ride here around 6:00 p.m.” Neelu glanced at her watch again and stood up to leave.
“You can stay too!” Betty invited, walking her to the door. They chatted a bit and then Betty returned to start rearranging and decorating the house.
The first order of business was to move the kitchen table into the family room. Al brought in the extra leaves, and pretty soon we had a huge table covered with an orange tablecloth. It looked very festive. We scrounged all of the chairs in the house, even a couple from the garage, and finally had enough for everyone. And then Betty sent me out to the greenbelt to find some leaves to use as decorations.
Sticking Jerry in my pocket, I trudged out into the late afternoon. It was chilly and everything smelled wet. I loved it. I found the smell of damp leaves comforting. I was discovering I liked the Seattle area more than the rest of the places Maya had moved us to over the years. The rainy days matched me.
I’d just finished picking up a nice selection of leaves and pine boughs, when I heard a growl behind me. Nervously, I whirled.
Ajax stood about ten feet behind me, his lips pulled back in a snarl and the black velvety fur along his spine bristled menacingly.
“Uh … hi, Ajax,” I rasped through dry lips.
For a brief moment, he quit growling and shifted his gaze to look at me. It was then that I realized he hadn’t been watching me at all. His wasn’t a friendly look, it was more of a condescending I-suppose-I-might-vaguely-know-who-you-are look, and then he refocused his eyes over my shoulder and resumed his growl.
Uncertainly, I pivoted and scanned the greenbelt behind me. I didn’t see anything.
Ajax kept growling. He moved to stand in front of me. I couldn’t see how his lips could be pulled back any more than they were; he showed every inch of gum as well as teeth.
He stopped abruptly.
“What is it?” I asked, my voice shaking. Nervously, I clutched Jerry close in my pocket.
Relaxing, Ajax moved off and began to sniff in the leaves, not even attempting to acknowledge my presence.
Unnerved and piqued, I shot him a poisonous look as I hurried back to the house.
As soon as I started moving, he fell into step beside me and escorted me all the way home, keeping close by my side until I reached the edge of the lawn before he bounded away to disappear back into the greenbelt. I couldn’t help but feel that he had guarded me from something threatening, even though he had done it with tremendous reluctance.
Shaking off my anxiety, I returned to the cheerful holiday preparations. It was midnight when we finished and finally went to bed. It had been very fun. I’d never experienced such a cozy evening.
Chapter Seventeen - Thanksgiving
We all woke up late the next morning and began to cook, blaring music through the house as we made pumpkin pies, salads, yams, and the turkey. Al was in a great mood and sang loudly with every song we played. We tried all kinds of music out on him from country to opera, and even some of Jareth’s latest hits, though that was Grace’s choice, not mine. Al did a surprisingly good rendition of each song. He really did enjoy singing.
The day flew by with lightning speed, and it was already almost 6:00 p.m. when the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get it!” I offered, thinking it was Maya.
I was almost at the door when the bell rang again, followed by pounding. Obviously, my mother would never behave like that. Curiously, I opened the door.
Jareth leaned lazily against the doorframe, decked out in his full rocker regalia: black leather pants, gloves, makeup, chains, wild hair, and all.
The white pigeon perched on his shoulder eyed me with a baleful glare.
“Uh … what are you doing here?” I frowned, annoyance rising to squelch all other emotions. Glancing over his shoulder, I saw a couple of news vans parked on the edge of the road. A few guys with cameras were snapping pictures of us.
“I’m here for the Thanksgiving!” Jareth smirked at me.
“I don’t remember inviting you,” I retorted.
“How cruel!” Jareth grabbed my fingers and pressed them against his heart.
Irritated, I jerked my hand away.
“It’s your fault, my dear Sydney.” He indicated the news vans with his chin. “Ever since you placed that ridiculous charity order, they’ve been following me everywhere. And even though I thought it entirely impossible, you’ve only made me more popular, alluring, and attractive.”
“You forgot egotistical.” I added sourly.
Jareth responded with a howl of laughter. Maneuvering to stand beside me, he slid his arm about my shoulder. Pressing his cheek against the top of my head, he waved to the cameras.
Aggravated, I stepped back, and he used that opportunity to step into the house.
“Good … evening?” I heard Al’s puzzled voice.
Jareth coolly turned to survey him and shrugged. “I’m sure you know who I am.” He lifted his hand, and the pigeon fluttered from his shoulder to land gracefully on his gloved hand. “But allow me to introduce Galahad.”
“Galahad … the pigeon?” I snorted.
Again, the bird shot me a menacing glare that strangely reminded me of Ajax.
“Galahad is even more vicious than a Doberman.” Jareth eyed me aloofly. “Do not let appearances deceive you.”
I blinked, a little taken aback at the coincidence.
Murmuring to Galahad, Jareth lifted his hand and the bird fluttered to roost on the living room curtain rod. “He won’t bother anyone.”
Betty arrived, along with a squealing Grace.
“I can’t believe it! Jareth is here! Here!” she gasped and whipped out her cell phone. “I’ve got to tell Ellison to hurry up!”
“I’m staying for Thanksgiving,” Jareth announced, placing his arm around my shoulders.
I shrugged his arm off. “And who invited you? Do you think you can just show up and barge into people’s houses and eat their food—”
“Jareth is welcome to stay!” Grace interrupted, practically dancing around him.
“See? I was invited.” Jareth shrugged, pointing to Grace. “She’s such a nice kid. Why can’t you be more like her?”
I rolled my eyes and rejoined, “Why can’t you be more like Rafael?”
At that, Jareth’s countenance shifted in a manner that I’d never seen before, and suddenly, the mountain of Betty’s boxes behind me collapsed. I whirled just in time to see a pair of scissors embed themselves into the carpet. I blinked, surprised, as Grace and Al ran into the room to investigate.
Swallowing apprehensively, I peeked at Jareth from the corner of my eye.
For a brief moment, I thought he struggled to regain his composure, but then he was smiling at me with his usual smart-aleck expression, and I figured that I had imagined it.
“What was that?” I asked anyway, and pointed to the scissors sticking into the carpet.
“Looks like a bad stacking job.” Jareth shrugged nonchalantly.
I took a deep breath. I probably was being too suspicious.
“I’m hurt, Sydney. You said I was just barging in here and eating your food without a care. How could you think I’m so selfish? Didn’t I just feed the homeless and cheer up little imps in a hospital?” With a melodramatic sniff, he lifted a black-gloved finger. “I didn’t come empty-handed. What is that I hear?”
I strained to listen. I was about to say “nothing” when there was a knock on the back door.
“I told them to use the back,” Jareth explained with another shrug. “There aren’t any cameras back there.”
Suspiciously, I threaded my way through Betty’s boxes to the back door. I was convinced that Jareth had just conjured up whatever he needed.
I was right.
On the back porch, there was a sizeable cloud of mist swirling around an elegant woman dressed in a white velvet evening dress and a glittery silver cape. Beside her on the ground were several large boxes.
“That’s sufficient, Princessa,” Jareth said from over my shoulder. “We’ll take it from here. You may go.”
Princessa didn’t even look at me as she nodded crisply and then strode away on her six-inch spike heels, across the backyard and into the darkness toward the greenbelt.
“Well, let’s get these in!” Jareth picked up two of the boxes and headed to the kitchen.
I followed with the third.
Plopping his boxes down on the counter, he withdrew a wicked-looking knife from his boot, twirled it, and slit the cardboard open.
I eyed the blade uncomfortably. He seemed very adept at handling it.
Catching my expression, he laughed and leaned close, whispering in my ear, “A knife is such an archaic weapon and far too messy.”
I couldn’t tell if he was joking.
Laughing again, he shoved the knife back into his boot and began pulling out packages of blueberry muffins and stacking them on the counter.
“That’s a lot!” I said, surprised.
Jareth shrugged. “I don’t want to eat anything else.”
“What’s in here?” I asked, indicating my box.
“What else?” He appeared annoyed at the question. “Blueberry muffins.”
I wanted to laugh, but I wasn’t sure if I should. Shoving the microwave a little to make room for my box, I accidentally knocked the alien detection kit off the counter.
Jareth had lightning reflexes. He caught it easily with one hand.
I held my breath, half expecting it to start shrieking, but the little green lights just kept blinking steadily.
“What is this?” Jareth eyed the contraption with mild interest.
Moving to grab it, I muttered, “Nothing important!”
The doorbell rang again.
Jareth rolled his eyes and placed the alien detection kit in the middle of the muffins. “I do believe that must be Rafael.”
As I headed for the front door, Grace bounded into the kitchen and began snapping pictures of Jareth.
“Are you going to send those pictures to your friends?” he asked, taking an obnoxiously huge bite out of a muffin.
“Uh … yeah. I was going to…” Grace admitted sheepishly.
“You’d better!” Jareth laughed, lounging against the counter to pose with his muffin. “I can never have too much scandal or publicity—preferably scandal.”
Rolling my eyes, I opened the door.
Rafael stood on the porch with his blond hair styled remarkably like Jareth’s wild mess. Dressed in a stylish gray suit that perfectly matched his eyes, he wore his favorite blue eye shadow and this time, he even had several rhinestones embedded under his brow. With an enchanting smile, he handed me a wrapped bottle of wine and asked, “I hope I’m not late?”
I found myself staring at his rhinestones in fascination.
“Come in! Come in!” Al appeared behind me. “How’s our champion swimmer?”
I stood back, allowing Rafael in. The news vans were still outside. I frowned, preparing to close the door, when I spied Marquis and the others walking up the driveway, carrying what looked like more wine.
“Show our champion into the kitchen, Sydney.” Al tousled my head. “I’ll wait for everyone else.”
Grateful to escape the flashing cameras, I slipped in front of Rafael to show him the way. As he entered the kitchen, a deafening shriek tore through the house.
Clamping my hands over my ears, I looked at the alien detection kit in surprise. The little food processor blade-like thing was spinning in frantic circles as a series of red lights flashed across the front panel. Then, Al was there, clamping his beefy hand over the shrieking gadget. As he took a few steps back, the howling died abruptly.
We all stared at each other. Both Al and I opened our mouths to offer an explanation when Marquis arrived and the thing began to scream again. With a wave, Al shook the device apologetically and disappeared down the hall.
“Odd toy,” Jareth remarked, snagging another muffin.
“Uh … it’s a robot,” I lied nervously and added, “You know, for school.”
“Really?” He sent me a disbelieving look as everyone exchanged greetings.
Then Betty suggested, “Why don’t you girls take our guests to the family room?”
“I’m staying to help you in the kitchen, Betty!” Zelphie announced with a bright smile. She searched in her purse and pulled out an apron and matching pair of oven mitts and put them on.
Betty blinked a little but smiled warmly, and as they began to bustle about the kitchen, Al reappeared to kiss the top of Betty’s head and grab the phone.
“I’ll be back to help, Betty,” he said, “just as soon as I make a quick call to Jack.”
I watched him disappear back down the hall again, wondering why he needed to call the senior janitor all of a sudden. I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
Looping her arm through Jareth’s, Grace pulled him toward the family room, ordering everyone else to follow just as the doorbell rang yet again.
This time, Ellison stood on the porch with one hand clamped around Tigger’s collar. “What’s up with the cameras?” he asked, pushing Tigger in with his foot. “Grace said there was a surprise.”
“Yeah, it’s turning into a madhouse around—” I began, rolling my eyes.
I didn’t get any further. Tigger raised his nose, took a sniff, and began to bark wildly, heading off to the living room. Ellison and I followed to find him howling at the pigeon perched on the curtain rod.
“You’d best watch out, dog,” Jareth drawled from behind us. “Galahad doesn’t care for four-legged creatures.”
“Look, Jareth!” Ellison gasped, pointing to the rock star leaning over Betty’s boxes.
“I know.” I expelled an exasperated breath.
It was hard to talk, because Tigger kept on interrupting with his infernal howling.
“Tigger!” Rafael walked in and whistled. “You’d best leave. Galahad isn’t one to be crossed.”
As the bloodhound clamped his mouth shut and slunk away, Betty breezed through the room carrying a tray with a teapot, cups, and spoons. “Why don’t you all settle down and have some tea in the family room? Dinner will be ready soon!”
Ellison followed her, but Rafael and Jareth lingered behind. I dawdled a little myself, so I could eavesdrop and pretended to straighten some crooked boxes.
“And why did you come here, Jareth?” Rafael regarded Jareth with a speculative gaze.
“Because I can now, Rafael,” Jareth retorted, folding his arms in a defiant gesture.
A slight mocking smile curved Rafael’s lips. “For now, that is true enough,” he said. Standing in the dim living room light, with his eye shadow and glittering rhinestones combined with his flaring hair, he looked fascinatingly wicked.
Jareth paused and his gaze turned suspicious. “What do you mean?”
“This is a party!” Rafael replied. Throwing his arm around Jareth’s shoulders, he drew him to where I was standing. “Let’s not spoil the night. We are guests!”
“Uh, yeah,” I agreed, realizing I had been boldly staring at them. Apparently, I wasn’t very good at eavesdropping.
With a droll smile, Rafael dropped his other arm lightly about my shoulders and guided us both to the family room to wait for the dinner to be ready.
We entered to find Marquis and Harmony sitting on the couch, looking as if they would much rather be anywhere else. Grace and Ellison were obviously relieved to see us and latched onto Jareth at once. Pulling him to the table, they began to shove a variety of items in his face to sign while they took pictures of him doing it. He didn’t appear to mind in the slightest.
Remembering the red tube, I figured now would be a good time to bring it up.
Shaking Rafael’s elbow, I began in a low voice, “Hey, I have something that I think belongs to you.”
His charismatic gray eyes turned down at me with mild curiosity. “Really?”
I was going to give it to him real quick, but then I noticed Marquis looking my direction. Instead, I nodded vaguely. “Yeah, but, I can give it to you later. It’s no big deal.”
I didn’t like Marquis watching me. After all, I still had his red tube, and I wasn’t sure what he’d do if he found out I’d taken it. Moving to the table, I began to set the teacups out on saucers and add the spoons. It felt better to keep busy.
With his hands in his pockets, Rafael moved around the room and inspected the odd collection of paintings and family portraits tacked all over the walls. With great amusement, I noticed as he paused in front of a small mirror, tilting his head from side to side, and adjusting one of the rhinestones under his eyebrow. I’d never seen a guy so vain and yet so nice, in my entire life.
The room was quiet except for Jareth’s obnoxious comments as Ellison snapped pictures of Grace posing next to him. He was obviously basking in their attention. Grace smashed her cheek next to his as she put her two fingers up behind his head like bunny ears. Jareth responded by leaning over and kissing her cheek.
“I’m going to faint!” Grace giggled and asked Ellison breathlessly, “Did you get that? Did you get the kiss?”
“I can always do it again!” Jareth laughed slyly.
“You don’t have to!” Ellison intervened quickly. “I got it.”
At that, Jareth laughed heartily.
I rolled my eyes a little and began to pour the tea. Marquis was the oldest guest in the room, so I decided to offer him the first cup to be polite. My hands shook a little as I walked over to him. He made me nervous.
“Would you like some tea?” I forced a smile and handed him the cup. I moved too fast and the spoon started sliding off the saucer.
“Keep that away from me!” Marquis’s eyes flashed angrily. Half rising to his feet, he pushed my hand up and back with a violent gesture.
The tea splashed everywhere as the cup and spoon launched out of my hands and rolled under the table.
“Well, excuse me!” I snorted before I could stop myself.
Marquis blinked, shocked that I had dared respond to him in such a manner. With a huff, he spread his arms along the back of the couch and deliberately turned away, dismissing me.
“Forgive my father’s manners, Sydney.” Rafael appeared by my side and gave my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “I assure you that I’m mortified on his behalf.”
The vein on Marquis’ temple began to pulse.
“It’s ok! I’m sure it was an accident.” I said, even though I didn’t believe for a second that it was. I moved a few chairs and crawled under the table to retrieve the cup and spoon. Once there, I paused, enjoying a momentary haven and wanting to stay there the rest of the evening.
Suddenly, someone yanked the chair in front of me away, and I looked up directly into Rafael’s eyeliner-ringed eyes.
“Allow me to help.” He pointed to the cracked teacup.
“Thanks, but I’ve got it.” I frowned a little. My peaceful haven hadn’t lasted long.
I collected the cup and reached for the saucer just as Rafael did the same. As his fingers brushed mine, I jerked back, but he caught my wrist with his elegant fingers.
I glanced up.
He was watching me with veiled amusement. Still holding onto my wrist, he asked congenially, “And how has Jerry been of late?”
“Uh … just fine!” I shrugged. “I can show him to you later. He’d probably like to say hi.” I meant it as a joke but then belatedly realized he actually had talked to Jerry on more than one occasion. The mouse probably would like to chat a bit.
Rafael’s eyes crinkled in the corners as he smiled and said, “More likely he will want to prattle about how much he loves you.” He obviously remembered Jerry with fondness.
I automatically grin whenever anyone talks about my mouse, and my lips split into a wide smile. “So, what does Jerry say about me?” I asked.
“That you are exceedingly kind, warm-hearted, and loyal,” he bantered lightly in reply. His eyes glinted playfully as he added, “As well as plucky, lovely, and intelligent, possessing an amazing potential.”
I snorted, even though my heart fluttered at the compliments. Somehow, I didn’t think Jerry thought I had amazing potential, but I couldn’t resist a sarcastic response. “Potential for what? Disaster?”
A shadow crossed his face then. “I will never believe that of you, Sydney.”
It was comforting to hear. I guess I realized then how much I didn’t like being called “Blue-Threaded”, as if I were going to be the downfall of humanity.
“So, are you going to stay under the table all night?” Grace’s head popped into view. With a devilish grin, she pointed to my hand. “Are you dating?”
Startled, I looked down to see that Rafael’s fingers were still on my wrist. I had forgotten. Jerking free, I snapped, “Do something useful and help clean up this mess!”
A glint of merriment flashed across Rafael’s face as Grace sniffed and disappeared without lifting a finger to help.
“She’s just joking.” I found it necessary to say. “We both know you’re engaged.”
I began to back out from under the table when I noticed the spoon near his knee. “Hand me that spoon and I’ll take it to the kitchen.” I said, pointing.
Rafael was apparently lost in thought, because it took him several long moments before he blinked and followed my finger. As his eyes fell upon the spoon, he drew back in immediate repulsion. He frowned at me, unflinchingly. His rhinestone-bedecked eyes were strangely unreadable and then, tossing his head a bit aloofly, he swiftly rose to his feet.
A little startled at his reaction, I swiped the spoon, and clambered out from under the table. I decided that he really must be Jareth’s cousin. At times, he seemed just as unpredictable. I couldn’t resist sending him a dirty look.
Jareth was watching me closely. Ignoring Grace and Ellison for the moment, he folded his arms and drawled, “So, Rafael, when is the wedding?”
With a cool expression, Rafael shrugged. “There will be no wedding. I broke the engagement last week.”
Jareth, Harmony, and Marquis stared at Rafael in stunned surprise. This was obviously not good news to them, but my heart felt strangely lighter.
“You cannot break tradition!” Marquis finally inhaled and hissed. “It … is simply not done!”
“Now isn’t the time to discuss this matter.” Rafael dipped his head gracefully and sent Grace a bewitching smile. “I’m sure our hosts have better plans than to discuss the small doings of my life.”
“Uh, sure!” Grace blushed under his attention. “We can play games or watch TV while Mom finishes getting the dinner ready.” Grabbing the remote, she turned the TV on and began flipping through the channels.
“Oh, but your life is fast running in unusual directions of late, Rafael.” Jareth noted, still clearly shocked. “Could it be that your mask of perfection is beginning to break or are there other … colorful factors at play here?”
Rafael drummed his long fingers on the table and scowled.
After a moment, Jareth glanced away, but as his eyes fell upon the TV, he raised his hand. “Stop!”
Grace paused in surprise.
We all stared as images of Jareth in a variety of ridiculous poses flashed across the screen.
“My, my, look at that.” He sounded vastly pleased with himself. “I’m on the news again.”
I snorted and then realized that I was still holding the teacup and staring with my mouth open. Annoyed with myself, I made my way to the kitchen just as I heard Al answering the door once again. I caught the sound of Maya’s voice.
Bounding into the living room, I enveloped her in a huge hug and subjected her to my inspection. She was looking good … too good, actually. She had a new haircut, a sleek bob, and she was wearing dark red lipstick. I didn’t recognize her brown dress or the thigh-high boots.
I frowned.
I knew the boots and the lipstick meant she was already on the prowl for another man. She was recovering unusually fast this time. We hadn’t even had a chance to reunite and move to a new place yet—not that I wanted to.
Babbling a little, I led her to the family room. As I tried to pull her through the door, she seemed rooted to the threshold.
“Is that really Jareth?” Maya gasped, looking over my shoulder.
“Don’t make his ego bigger than it is already!” I cautioned.
“Oh, Sydney! I didn’t know Jareth really was your boyfriend!” Maya’s shocked tones rose to drown out the TV blaring in the room.
Both Jareth and Rafael glanced up, and I felt my ears redden. “He isn’t my boyfriend, Maya.”
As Rafael joined us to bow courteously to my mother, she fanned her cheeks in embarrassment. I wondered what she thought of Rafael’s wild blond hair and rhinestones. I couldn’t help but grin a little, and then I glanced over to see she was watching me instead.
“I see!” Maya smiled at Rafael. “You must be Sydney’s boyfriend!”
Rafael’s eyes crinkled in overt amusement as I quickly said, “Maya, you know very well that I won’t date anyone!”
My mother pursed her lips a moment and then murmured, “Whatever you say, Sydney.” Then, her gaze swept over the room and locked on Marquis. With a smile, she sashayed his way.
I watched, horrified, and mumbled to Rafael, “Sorry.”
“Your mother has not insulted me.” Rafael said, patting me on the head in a way that reminded me very much of Al. His eyes gleamed with merriment.
“Well, you should watch out,” I advised. “She just might set her sights on you.”
Rafael chuckled lightly and opened his mouth to reply when the pigeon flew into the room followed by Tigger. Chaos erupted for the next few minutes as Grace and Ellison chased the bloodhound and the bird fluttered around the room, but then Rafael whistled and Jareth raised his hand.
Tigger skidded to a halt as Galahad landed to perch on Jareth’s hand.
Ruffling the fat rolls around Tigger’s neck, Rafael grinned at the dog. “I’m afraid you are headed for a calamity, my furry friend!”
“You have my permission to chastise that dog, my dear Galahad,” Jareth cooed at the pigeon and then raised his hand. “Return to the curtain rod. Go!”
The pigeon spread its wings and soared back into the living room.
“Wow!” Ellison gasped in awe. “What a smart bird!”
“I daresay he’s smarter than most humans.” Jareth yawned.
Al chose that moment to return, announcing as he entered the room, “Sorry to keep you folks waiting.”
He had changed into his fatigues and battalion cap. I wondered why, but then with Al, you were not quite sure what he was thinking sometimes.
Doffing his hat, he addressed his guests, “I want to thank each and every one of you for joining us in our Thanksgiving festivities. We must never forget those wars and how our forefathers fought for the independence of this country.”
Ellison, Grace, and I exchanged slightly perplexed looks as everyone else in the room gave Al their complete and respectful attention.
Placing his hand over his heart, Al continued, “Betty says the food is ready, but before we adjourn to enjoy this great feast, let us have a moment of silence and give thanks just as our Mexican forefathers did when they celebrated their deliverance from the Irish.”
The three of us stared at Al even as everyone else, including my mother, placed their hands over their hearts.
After a dramatic pause, Al rubbed his hands together, seeming vastly pleased. “Then, it’s time to dig in! Let us eat!”
As he led the way to the buffet, the three of us lingered.
“Is your Dad feeling ok?” Ellison muttered to Grace.
Noticing both Jareth and Rafael watching us, I pushed Ellison out of the door behind Maya. “We can talk later,” I said, wondering if Al’s behavior had something to do with Jack, his janitor friend. Suddenly, I didn’t want to leave him alone too long with whatever kooky plan they might have hatched.
Jareth and Rafael fell into step behind us as we joined the tail end of the buffet line, next to the small table of plates and silverware. As I collected my plate, I raised my brow at the pile of chopsticks on the side. I almost said something about it when from the corner of my eye, I saw Rafael selecting chopsticks instead of a fork.
It struck me all at once. My mouth dropped open in surprise. He reacted to iron, just like Harmony! That was why he hadn’t picked up the spoon!
“What is it, my dear Sydney?” Rafael leaned down and teasingly poked the tip of my nose.
“Uh, nothing …” I hurriedly smiled and turned back in line. I was confused. Why wasn’t Jareth bothered by iron? He had plucked the fork out of his hand with no problem, and that infernal alien detection kit hadn’t made a peep around him. But I’d seen him disappear right in front of my own eyes.
“You’re going to be eighteen soon, Sydney.” Maya broke into my thoughts. “I was married at that age! You should think about finding a boyfriend and settling down.”
Maya never encouraged me to go to college. She thought it was a waste of time. “I’m going to do something with my life, Maya,” I said. We’d had this conversation many times.
“Oh?” Marquis glanced back at me from where he stood next to Al in the line. His tone was scathing. “And might that be a professional dishwasher?”
I was unprepared for his cutting response.
“Sydney’s future is unusually bright.” Rafael announced from behind me. “I would say even Jareth would agree with that.”
I looked at Jareth, apprehensively. I expected him to make some sarcastic remark, but he merely replied, “Her potential is amazing.”
Grace broke the stilted silence that followed with, “I’m going to be a cop. Ellison, what are you going to do?”
“Huh?” he asked, apparently jolted from some kind of reverie.
“What are you going to do after you graduate from high school?” Grace repeated.
“Oh, I’m … studying architecture,” he replied gamely enough, frowning a little in distraction.
Curiously, I followed his gaze to discover Al serving himself the oddest arrangement of food that I had ever seen. He’d helped himself to a large piece of pumpkin pie that he’d covered with salad and had filled his glass to the brim with what looked like a mix of cranberry sauce and gravy. He was in the middle of crumbling a blueberry muffin over his potatoes.
Betty had apparently noticed as well. She plucked his elbow, whispering, “Honey?”
“Betty, can you get me some of those Blue Pickles?” Al smiled down at his wife.
Grace and I both blinked as we recognized the Mackenzie Covert Code Phrase. Even Ellison appeared to have remembered it because his eyes suddenly took on a lively look and he began to grin.
“Oh … umm …” Betty cleared her throat, looking more bewildered than ever. “I think we are out, honey.”
“What a shame!” Al heaved a sigh and then turned to Marquis. “It won’t be much of a Thanksgiving Feast without those pickles now, don’t you think?”
“I’m sure we’ll do fine without them,” Marquis muttered.
“Oh, don’t worry!” Zelphie smiled brightly. “Blue Pickles were never my favorite, anyway. After all of the wonderful food Betty has made, we couldn’t ask for anything more!”
I found myself responding with a fake laugh. It was then that I noticed Marquis and Harmony using the plastic ladle to fill their glasses with gravy.
Their plates were a carbon copy of Al’s.
Behind me, Jareth snickered under his breath.
“So, Rafael here is studying medicine!” Al revived the conversation, topping his potato-blueberry mess off with whipped cream. “Cellular research?”
“That is correct,” Rafael replied, but his tone was subdued.
Finished filling his plate with the most obnoxious mixture of food that I’d ever seen, Al beckoned to Marquis and Harmony, and led them back to the family room.
“Hey, what’s Al up to?” Ellison began but fell silent.
It didn’t seem polite to discuss it further when Zelphie was busy crushing blueberry muffins over her potatoes.
Perplexed, the rest of us hurried to dish our own plates. I noticed that Rafael helped himself to everything that I had put on my plate, minus the meat, and Jareth chose only blueberry muffins.
I walked into the family room just in time to hear Al ask, “Marquis, I’m curious what your take is on Yoda. Do you think he’s a better candidate to run for Parliament than Darth Vader?” Using his chopsticks, he took a big bite of blueberry muffin potatoes.
Ellison choked back a laugh as Betty sent everyone a nervous smile.
“I normally don’t discuss politics at the dinner table,” Marquis replied in a lofty tone. “I’ll just say I don’t care for either candidate. They’ll both have to work hard to convince me that either one will amount to anything.”
Al nodded seriously.
The rest of us stared.
“Would you mind pouring me a glass of wine?” Betty leaned over and whispered loudly to Grace.
I took my seat, Maya on one side and Rafael on the other. Jareth lounged across from us, appearing somewhat amused but also a little tense as he and Rafael exchanged wary glances.
I nibbled at my food, watching as Rafael, Harmony, Zelphie, and Marquis maneuvered their chopsticks. It would have been funny if they had struggled, but they were all experts. Jareth just lounged back, popping blueberry muffins in his mouth.
After shoveling down his pumpkin pie salad, Al drank his cranberry gravy with Marquis mimicking his every action. Harmony, however, sat and observed her food in disgust while Zelphie only picked around the edges.
I felt sorry for them, but not for Marquis.
Taking a piece of paper out of his pocket, Al read it to himself and then stuffed it back in. After a moment, he asked casually, “So, Zelphie, how many cats do you have?”
“Cats?” Zelphie sniffed aloofly. “I’m afraid I can’t stand the beasts. No offense.”
He appeared crestfallen with her answer, and a strained silence fell around the dinner table.
My mother could never stand silence or not being the center of attention. Glancing at everyone, she struck up a conversation. “So, I was browsing the internet this morning and saw on the news that Amazon.com might be taking over Pepsi. What do you think about that?”
After a stilted moment of silence, Marquis pompously spouted, “The Amazon is a vast region. I fail to see why they need more land. They haven’t even explored the forests they already have! It’s just another example of human greed.” Apparently, his opinion of humanity was very low.
“That is disheartening!” Zelphie sent my mother a friendly smile. “Do you think the EU will help these Pepsis if they move ahead with their invasion? I’m sure it would be devastating for the Pepsis to lose their tribal lands! Surely something can be done!”
Ellison choked again, burying his face in his napkin as Grace pounded him on the back, but her eyes were brimming with laughter.
My mother blinked, confused.
Al’s brows crawled up his face in surprise, but he managed a polite nod. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he withdrew his scrap of paper, patted his shirt again, and took out a mechanical pencil to scratch notes.
Setting his chopsticks down carefully, Rafael casually leaned back in his chair to study Al with a shrewd gaze as Jareth stopped smirking and cocked a brow at Al as well.
The atmosphere in the room shifted as everyone resumed eating.
Everyone, except Al. He was scribbling away until his pencil apparently ran out of lead. With an apologetic bow, he walked over to the coffee table, and picked up a small silver pen.
As one, Jareth and Rafael leapt to their feet, one arm dropped to their sides as the other rose halfway, as if prepared to attack. Their movements were swift and the gazes they fixed upon Al were deadly.
My heart stopped.
Al blinked, setting the pen slowly on the dining room table in obvious confusion.
Jareth and Rafael watched Al a moment before exchanging glances with each other and then the tension visibly left their faces.
As Rafael sat back down, I saw a small flash of silver in his hand, just like I had seen in Jareth’s a few days ago. It looked similar to Al’s pen, but I knew instinctively that it wasn’t a pen. My heart flopped and I stared at Jareth in surprise. What had he been pointing at me a few days ago? It wasn’t just his finger! Had I been in real danger?
I glanced around the table. Ellison and Grace’s eyes sparkled with excitement. Betty had been pouring herself wine, but had stopped short, clearly startled. My mother had decided to focus on her food, while everyone else just stared at Rafael and Jareth.
I was forever grateful to Tigger at that moment, because he decided to start barking and howling again in the living room. The tension broke, and as everyone began to talk at once, I excused myself to go check on the dog.
There was simply too much happening to know what to think about first. I was going to have tons to write in my science notebook. Tigger’s barking abruptly changed into whimpering, and I hurriedly rounded Betty’s mound of boxes to stop abruptly in surprise.
The bloodhound lay sideways on the floor, front and back paws, as well as his muzzle, tied neatly with twine. Frowning, I glanced up at the pigeon ruffling its feathers on the curtain rod above him. The thought that Galahad was responsible was a preposterous one, but it was one that I couldn’t shake as I dropped to my knees besides Tigger.
Tigger whimpered and thumped his tail at me mournfully.
“How did you get caught up in this, you crazy dog?” I asked, but I fell silent upon closer inspection. This was no accident. I stared at the twine on his paws and muzzle. Each binding terminated with an elaborate bow.
Gasping, I rose to my feet and eyed the pigeon. “You’re not a normal bird!” I whispered. I’d been lulled into thinking our neighbors and Jareth might not mean any harm, but how did I know that? This dinner certainly had proven they were aliens. I couldn’t help but think I should start talking to the police. Or Homeland Security.
Fishing in Betty’s desk for a pair of scissors, I freed Tigger and headed toward the family room just in time to meet everyone coming out. Rafael was supporting Harmony, as she stumbled, giggling and hiccupping.
“It was such a lovely dinner,” Zelphie was saying to Betty. “I can’t thank you enough for inviting us.”
“Thank you so much for coming!” Betty replied, eyeing Harmony with a worried expression. “Are you sure she’s ok?”
“She is just drunk.” Marquis snapped.
Ellison came to stand next to me and murmured incredulously, “Yeah … on water … and it only took about two minutes. You missed quite the scene!”
I watched them go, Rafael sent me an elegant wave as Jareth scowled, but I walked away from them both. Grabbing my mother’s hand, I pulled her into my bedroom. I didn’t want to think of aliens or weird dinner parties or pigeons that tied up bloodhounds. I just wanted my mother to hug me. Only, she didn’t. She sat on my bed for an hour, talking about all the cities we might move to until Neelu came to pick her up. And then she was gone.
It was Betty who came to my room, sat next to me, and gave me a big hug.
I didn’t have a chance to talk to Al before I left for work the next morning. Samantha kept me washing dishes all day. It gave me a chance to think anyway. I knew Al and his buddy Jack were suspicious of our neighbors now, but they easily might just try to handle it by buying some new goofy contraption off of the internet.
I couldn’t really call the police. I mean, if I called them and said that aliens lived across the street and I had a red fluorescent light bulb to prove it, I would probably soon find myself locked up in an institution like my mother.
One of Samantha’s employees called in sick, and I stayed for a couple of extra hours to cover her shift. By the time I got home, it was almost dark. A note on the counter said that Al was working late and that Betty and Grace had popped out to take advantage of Black Friday sales.
The house was quiet, except for the sounds of Tigger snoring in the kitchen. I made myself a cheese sandwich and sat at the table, lost in thought.
I had been depressed all day, and I still hadn’t decided what I was going to do about our neighbors. This really was a matter for the proper authorities. I knew that a mere high school student shouldn’t be the one to handle a genuine situation of first contact with an alien species. But the problem would be in finding someone to take me seriously.
I noticed it was getting very dark inside and got up to turn the lights on when I heard the sound of voices outside. Cautiously, I crept to the kitchen window and squinted out into the gloom.
Marquis was searching through the trunk of his car, tossing items out onto the driveway as he spoke to someone. He was obviously looking for the red tube.
Rafael’s car was nowhere to be seen.
As I watched, a tall, familiar, dark-haired figure stepped around to join Marquis. It was Jareth. He didn’t participate in the search. Instead, he slouched against the back of the car, folded his arms, and began to speak.
Marquis was still throwing stuff out of his trunk. Their voices began to rise, and from their body language, it appeared they were frustrated.
Very slowly, I inched the window open and strained forward. I could almost make out the words.
I was getting a little frustrated myself when I remembered Al’s portable bionic ear in the spy drawer. Hurriedly, I tiptoed across the kitchen, found it, and crept back. Jamming the earphones over my ears, I carefully pointed the little radar dish out of the window and toward Marquis and Jareth.
To my astonishment, I could hear their voices clearly.
“—fast turning into shambles!” Jareth was complaining. “He should be sent back to Avalon! I don’t care if he is your son or not, Marquis. He has begun to read the past Threads of Fate with his mirror. I didn’t even know that could be done, and if you don’t stop him, he could very easily track his way back to you!”
“It isn’t that simple, Jareth!” Marquis slammed his fist down on the car. “The Inner Circle must act prudently. We cannot reveal ourselves, not yet. As an initiate, you should at least know that much! Outside the Circle, I have little power over our Queen. As Rafael’s counterpart, you must find a way to control him yourself!”
“He is uncontrollable!” Jareth countered indignantly. “His fate line grows darker each day he walks this path. And now he’s breaking tradition!”
Marquis straightened slowly and folded his arms. “Odd that you should complain of that … when you have scarce followed tradition yourself.”
“I am Dark. It’s expected of me!” Jareth retorted. “You know better than I that change is never anticipated in a Light!”
“Remember this, Jareth!” Marquis drew himself up to his full height, which was still remarkably shorter than Jareth’s. “Rafael is my son and you’re merely an Initiate! You are treading a dangerous path in your criticisms of him!”
“Then watch your plans unravel!” Jareth huffed with a shrug. “You should have listened earlier and never have allowed him to come here. Now we sail an uncharted course, one that grows more treacherous by the day.”
“If you were half the Fate Tracker he is, we wouldn’t be in this predicament!” Marquis almost shouted. “You’ve been here several years! I couldn’t stop the Queen from sending him! Rafael found her in three months, and he should never have found her at all. You were supposed to remove her from the equation as ordered. You have made more than one serious blunder these past few months!”
At that, Jareth slammed his fist on the car.
“I didn’t mind Jung! She was a mere human!” Marquis said as he grabbed an armful of items off the ground and shoved them back into the trunk. “But your bodyguard was one of our own. You still haven’t explained his death to my satisfaction.”
At the mention of Jung’s name, I shivered uncontrollably. So Jareth had been involved! And what had Marquis meant about removing her from the equation? Remove whom? Surely, they didn’t mean me? My heart was racing and it was hard to breathe.
The fight seemed to have left Jareth. His arms slackened and he bowed his head.
“Now, it will be harder.” Marquis grated. “You must find a way, and quickly. Rafael is making unholy progress with her.” He pointed to their house.
“I fail to see what can be done at this point—” Jareth began.
“If she lives then I can’t control what happens!” Marquis snapped. “Take care of it. I made you what you are, and I can unmake you just as easily.”
Jareth kept his head bowed, but even from across the street I could see the tension in his body. Finally, he said, “I can’t see the wisdom in this path.”
“Who are you to question me?” Marquis hissed. “It is not your place to question. It is your place to follow orders!”
Jareth didn’t reply. He remained as he was, head bowed, and then he disappeared.
I watched with growing fear as Marquis paced around his car, striking it violently at times. I’d been very foolish to steal the red tube. Now that Marquis was obviously looking for it, maybe he’d discover that I had taken it. I would end up dead like Jung. After what I had just heard, I had no doubt that at least one of them, if not both, were killers.
Finally, Marquis got into his car and drove away.
I huddled in the darkness. I still didn’t know how I was going to make the police believe me, but I had to try for sure now. If Melody was trapped in the house and Marquis wanted her dead, then someone needed to tell the police. Even though we had all seen Melody’s obituary last week—it had been posted on the community board at school as she’d been a school benefactor—I couldn’t ignore the evidence that the elderly lady was still alive and in great danger.
I had to think of a plan. I sat up, twisting my lips in thought. Maybe the police would listen if I could just show that she was still alive and that her death had been faked. Maybe they would take me more seriously about the rest of it. It just might work. However, I had to verify that Melody really was alive first.
I peeked out of the kitchen window. No cars were in the driveway and the house was dark. It seemed as if no one was home. I knew they could appear whenever they wanted, but now looked as good a time as any to poke around.
Taking a couple forks out of the silverware drawer, I slipped outside and casually walked across the street and up to their front porch. I figured if Ajax started barking and they were home, I could use the pretense of asking how Harmony was doing, or if they had liked Thanksgiving.
I waited on the porch for a few minutes, looking over my shoulder and peering through the window a couple of times. The house definitely seemed deserted. The living room was empty and there was no sign of the wheelchair. I tried to turn the doorknob, just for grins, but found it locked. Ajax hadn’t appeared, but then, I never knew what to expect from that dog. He could just be waiting for the perfect opportunity to scare me again.
I decided to check out the backyard.
For the benefit of anyone who might be watching, I acted as if I had business being there and strolled around the side of the house and toward the back. There was a large privacy fence and a gate. I tried the latch. To my surprise, it swung open. Without hesitation, I strode through and clicked the gate shut.
The backyard was dark and empty. I could barely make out a lawn with bushes around the perimeter. A chilling gust of wind rustled the trees behind the fence. It was definitely dark and mysterious.
I shivered.
What would I do if I ran into Marquis? I clutched the forks in my pocket tighter. I had almost decided to return home when I saw a beam of light arc across the backyard.
I froze.
After a minute, another arc of light passed through. It seemed to be coming from the back of the house, as if someone were shining a beam from a large flashlight from one side of the yard to the other.
I inched along the side of the house and peered through some rhododendrons and into the back porch. The porch was bare, but I could easily see through the sliding glass door into the kitchen.
I caught my breath.
Two forms hovered over a figure slouched in a wheelchair. The light came from something resembling a large solar panel propped up behind them. It flashed at intervals and when the next beam of light came, I could clearly see Rafael and Zelphie holding glowing sticks over the huddled occupant in the wheelchair.
I knew it must be Melody, but I had to be sure. Though my heart was pounding so loudly I thought it might explode, I forced myself to wait.
After a few minutes, they moved to the side just as another beam swept through the yard.
I almost screamed.
It was indeed Melody, but not the same woman that I had seen before. I only recognized half of her face, the part creased with the withered skin of an old woman.
The other half of her face was now young with skin tight and smooth.
It was as if someone had drawn a line straight down the middle of her nose and had merged the faces of a young and old woman together. Rafael and Zelphie moved in front of her again, and I bolted.
Zipping across the street, I burst through the door, locked it behind me, and tossed the forks from my pocket in the general direction of the kitchen as I fled to my room.
It took me quite a few minutes to calm down and think straight. When my thoughts were somewhat coherent, I realized that I now had my proof. The police would take one look at Melody and summon every governmental agency, scientist, and paranormal expert in the world.
First, I needed to gather my evidence: my science notebook, the mirror, and the red tube. I’d show them to the police after they saw Melody. It wouldn’t make sense to do it before.
I searched in my closet for my sweatshirt. Plunging my hand into the pocket, I grabbed the mirror. As I did so, the scrap of paper with Jareth’s phone number fluttered to the floor. I snorted and stomped on it. He would be the last person I would ever call. He’d lied to me about Jung.
After grabbing my science notebook from my backpack, I flopped on my belly to fish for the red tube under my bed and pulled it out.
It seemed unusually light this time. I squinted at it closer and then drew back in surprise as something moved inside the red glow. My heart stopped. Red and grey tendrils were coming out of the top of the tube. Whatever it was, it was alive, and as its tendrils stretched in my direction, I discovered in horror that I couldn’t let go of the tube.
I opened my mouth to scream, but no sound came from my lips.
With terror gripping every inch of me, I watched more red and gray feelers stream out of the tube. A shape was beginning to form, hovering in front of my face. It looked like some kind of semi-transparent sea anemone with tentacles radiating in all directions.
A couple of tentacles extended toward my face, and I tried to jump backwards, but I found my movements lethargic. It was starting to feel like a dream, and I was dimly aware of collapsing onto the floor, still clutching the tube.
The tendril creature, or whatever it was, was almost completely out of the tube now and hovering over my head. As my cheek smashed against the carpet, I saw Rafael’s mirror, face down, in front of my nose, along with Jareth’s phone number resting on top of it.
Virtually paralyzed, I watched the tendrils inch toward my eyes, nose, and ears. I had never experienced such terror, but the moment the tendrils touched my flesh, I found the terror replaced with sensations of pure rage and fear. I became those emotions as they consumed my very soul.
Deep inside and from very far away, a tiny part of me knew the thing in the tube was changing me into itself. It was consuming my energy, growing stronger and bigger, converting me into what it was: rage and fear.
It was almost impossible to think, let alone direct my body to do anything, but I knew if I didn’t do something I would be dead in minutes. I could still see Rafael’s mirror and Jareth’s phone number just inches from my face.
Moments ago, I had been ready to turn them all into the police, but now I knew they were my only hope. Recalling that Harmony had used the mirror to summon Rafael at school, I hoped it would do the same for me.
It seemed to take years before my fingers finally touched the mirror. Summoning my last shred of strength, I flipped it over and as I did so, Jareth’s phone number floated in front of my face, but I couldn’t see the numbers and didn’t trust him, anyway. Looking into the mirror, I frantically hoped that it would be enough to call Rafael to help me.
It was.
Both Rafael and Jareth appeared in my bedroom at once. Somehow, they must have sensed my desperation, because they both arrived in fighting stance, one arm raised while the other hand held the small metallic pen-like object.
They took one look at the grayish-red sea anemone creature hovering over me and gasped in unison.
“What is that thing doing here?” Jareth inhaled, repulsed.
Dropping to his knees by my side, Rafael wrenched the tube from my frozen fingers in a single, swift motion, but the thing was already free. “It’s too late. It’s feeding off her energy!” he gasped in stunned disbelief.
“But how could it be here?” Jareth hadn’t moved. He was still staring, dumbfounded.
After a hurried inspection, Rafael’s gray eyes darkened and his voice was grim. “She does not have long. This can’t be right! This can’t be the end for her. Her fate line is far too strong and powerful to end here!”
That seemed to jolt Jareth out of his stupor. Joining Rafael to kneel by my side, he touched my cheek lightly and said, “But the strong line is Blue! We can’t take the chance, Rafael. It’s better to end it here than to risk such disaster!”
I knew that he meant to let me die. I wanted to scream and cry, but I couldn’t move. I wanted to yell no, that it was not better to have me end here! Why was he assuming that if I lived it would be a disaster?
Drawing me up gently, Rafael clasped me close and focused his piercing gaze on my forehead. “No! I will not let her die. Death is not the correct fate line for her at this point!”
Jareth’s mouth drew in a thin, straight line. Adopting a fierce expression, he shook his head, insisting, “There is nothing you can do. That Tulpa has almost converted her. She has only minutes left.”
Rafael passed his hand over my face, still staring at my forehead and then he arrived at a decision. Taking a deep breath, he met Jareth’s gaze boldly. “There is one way to save her.”
“How? It is …” Jareth’s face darkened as understanding dawned. “No! I can’t allow it, Rafael. If you take her to Avalon, they will only kill her. They’ll never let you take her back here, and they’ll never let a human stay there. You know that! It would only be one dangerous step away from breaking the Glass Wall!”
“Then that’s a chance that I will take!” Rafael swore passionately. “I’ll remind them of what we once were and make them understand. I won’t allow them to take her life!”
Jareth choked. “You can’t risk all of humanity for her!”
“You see her fate line as well as I do!” Rafael’s voice rose sharply. “It is so strong, it may be more important than the Glass Wall itself!”
Jareth tried to pry Rafael’s hands away from me. “This is your moment, Rafael! This must be why you are Blue. Let her go. Let her die. It is her destiny!”
Clenching his jaw, Rafael’s hypnotic gaze trapped mine. I wanted to shout at him, to tell him that I was scared and that I didn’t want to die, but my lips were no longer mine to control. I had almost become the twin emotions of anger and fear. The thing was moments away from converting my soul completely.
“I will not let you die.” Rafael mouthed the words in a promise before subjecting Jareth to a contemptuous glare. “You have complained often that I fail to question what we’ve been taught, but it’s you who are failing to question now! The mere presence of this Tulpa signals something is horrendously amiss. Until we can inspect the Glass Wall, I will give us all more time to find the truth!”
Jareth roared in protest, but it was too late.
One moment I was in Rafael’s arms, lying on the floor of my room, dying. The next moment, I was still lying in his arms, but on a field of blue flowers and looking at a rose-colored sky with two moons.
The thing he had called a Tulpa was gone, and I was once again in complete control of my own body.
Immediately, nausea overwhelmed me in intense waves. I screwed my eyes shut and drew a ragged breath. I could feel Rafael’s strong arms steadying me.
“Just breathe deeply.” His tone seemed cold and distant. “The nausea will vanish shortly.”
He sounded upset, but I was too queasy to look at him to verify it. I could only stay huddled as I was and it took some time before I managed to open my eyes and look around.
My brain didn’t want to acknowledge the incredible landscape spread out before me. It was simply too alien. Two moons took up half of an entire sky that swirled with pink clouds. The moons were so bright that even though it appeared to be nighttime, I could see a great distance in every direction.
We were on top of a gentle sloping hill. To one side spread a vast forest of plants reminiscent of giant blue celery stalks as tall as twenty story buildings. On the other side, I could see small hills covered with grass and more flowers, predominantly blue. Mountains circled the horizon in every direction. It was warm and pleasant. A heavy perfume hung in the air and little creatures sang, making sounds somewhere between a frog’s croak and a crow’s caw.
Noticing that I was looking around and alert, Rafael let me go and rose to his feet. His face was pale and he looked nauseated himself.
As he stepped away, I snapped out of my strange reverie and recalled the red tentacle creature that had almost sucked my life away. Shuddering, I gasped, “What was that thing?”
His hands clenched tightly. Keeping his eyes trained on the distant mountains, he replied, “It was a Tulpa.”
Not exactly sure that I really wanted to know, I asked hesitantly, “What is a Tulpa?”
It didn’t seem like he was going to answer me at first. He was still staring at the mountains. His arms were clasped tightly now, and I could see the hard outline of his muscles through his form-fitting shirt. When he replied, it was in as few words as possible. “A Thoughtform.”
“Never heard of a Thoughtform, either,” I muttered.
“You humans create them,” he answered distractedly.
At that, my mouth dropped open. “Huh?”
“As a race, you are not yet aware that you create these manifestations in the Second World.” He turned on me then, and I saw that he was shaking. His face was gray, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry or sick, or both.
Alarmed, and feeling a little defensive, I clambered to my feet. “Well, you can’t blame me! I didn’t create that thing. It wasn’t my …” I was going to say “fault”, but it suddenly struck me that it was my fault. I had stolen the red tube.
His eyes were tortured. “You have no idea what I’ve done, Sydney! I’ve broken the most sacred rule of the Fae!” He paused, struggling to form words, and when he did, it was in a voice so low that I could hardly hear him. “I’ve brought a human to Avalon—the most cardinal sin! What if I’m wrong? What if you were supposed to die?”
I gulped in shock. “But … you told Jareth that I wasn’t supposed to!”
“But maybe I’m wrong, Sydney!” He strode back to me and grabbed my shoulders, digging his long fingers into my flesh and half shaking me. His lips were white. “What if I’m wrong and Jareth is right? What have I done? How can I even contemplate what I’m thinking? It’s an unimaginable crime!”
He wasn’t making much sense. “I don’t know! What are you contemplating?” Unbidden tears formed in my eyes.
He wasn’t even listening to me. He was staring at me, talking, but I could have been anyone. “How can I even wonder if the Glass Wall is a farce? How could I even think of breaking it? I’ve spent my entire life protecting it! No one has done what I have, no one! I’ve brought a human to Avalon!”
“What is this Glass Wall?” I found myself shouting at him. Tears were streaming down my cheeks now. I tried to smack his hands from my shoulders, but he was holding me too tightly.
“We are supposed to protect humanity! What am I doing?” Rafael was shouting now too, obviously caught in the grips of panic. “What have I done, Sydney? I’m not really certain why I did it. You clearly had fate lines leading to your death! Why did I ignore those?”
“Well, I’m not sorry you saved my life!” I burst into tears.
He kept shaking me, yelling in my face, and I just couldn’t take it anymore.
I hauled off and punched him in the nose.
Abruptly, he let me go, clutching his hand to his face as a clear fluid seeped through his fingers.
I stared, stunned.
I knew that he wasn’t human, but seeing the clear blood only drove that fact home more than anything else had done before.
There was a lengthy pause.
“I deserved that,” Rafael finally admitted in a somewhat calmer, muffled voice. His heavily eye-shadowed eyes peered at me from over the top of his hand, which he clamped tighter over his profusely bleeding nose. “But you’re gravely mistaken. I haven’t saved your life. They won’t allow you to live here. They won’t even want to take the chance. The consequences are too disastrous. More likely, we are both dead.”
As the words sank in, I began to shake. “Why?” I finally managed to whisper.
“Because you shouldn’t be here, and I should never have brought you!” Rafael closed his eyes and his shoulders sagged. “Most likely I am wrong and nothing is amiss with the Glass Wall.”
Glancing at his hands, he shrugged out of his shirt and used it to wipe the blood from his hands and face. He still wore a tight-fitting black tank top, one that revealed a lithe, muscular figure.
“What is this Glass Wall?” I asked again. My voice was shaking now too.
Casting his soiled shirt aside, he replied, “The Glass Wall protects Earth, all of humanity, from the Brotherhood of the Snake. My kind has guarded the Glass Wall for over a thousand years. Without it, your planet would be in grave danger.”
I was getting overwhelmed with fright. All I really wanted to do was to run around in circles and scream. I scarcely heard him as he continued.
“We first encountered humanity in the time of your King Arthur, and you were well on your way to being enslaved by the Brotherhood. Our Queen at that time, Morgan, constructed the Glass Wall to protect your race from their evil designs. I am from a long line of Fate Trackers, who hold the sacred duty of protecting the wall above all else and … I’m the first … to come this close to breaking it.” His words ended in a devastating whisper.
Morgan. The name sounded familiar, but I collapsed to my knees and covered my hands with my ears. I didn’t want to hear anymore.
I stayed that way for quite some time until my mind began to calm.
I wanted to go home, back to Al and Betty, but I was stuck on an alien planet. Panicking wouldn’t help and would only lead me to miss opportunities to return to Earth. I was going to have to get rid of my fear, or at least bottle it until later. Screwing my eyes shut, I allowed myself three, long, deep breaths and then informed myself it was time to let the panic go. From this moment on, I was only going to focus on how I was going to get home.
It took me several tries, but I finally managed to steel my resolve. I rose to my feet to face Rafael.
He was slouching before me with his hands in his pockets, and his enigmatic eyes studied me impassively. Standing with the two moons behind his back, his bold eye shadow gave him an even more unearthly appearance than usual.
I was scared, but I knew the only way out of it was to act, not to sit there and wallow in emotion. “What are you?” I asked the question that I’d been trying to answer for weeks.
His gaze still locked with mine, he answered quietly, “We are the Fae.”
Frowning, I strained to recall any incident where humanity had interfaced with an alien race called the Fae. I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of them. You must be mistaken. If humanity had met an alien race a thousand years ago, it would be all over our history.”
“It is.” His lips curved in a smile. “We have a healthy presence in your culture, though we are now relegated to the realm of myth and children’s tales. We are referred to as Fairies, though some accounts still call us by our proper name, the Fae.”
My mouth dropped open in surprise. I would have laughed in the past, but now it wasn’t humorous. The situation was far too dangerous. Instead, I just licked my dry lips and mumbled, “You don’t have wings!”
Rafael gave a humph that sounded a lot like a laugh. “We never did. It was how humans chose to document our ability to Phase Shift. You see us vanish when we shift between the places we wish to be.” He reached over and touched me lightly on the tip of my nose and his gray eyes sparkled a little mischievously. “As you have discovered, the first few times are quite nauseating.”
It was hard to believe what I was hearing.
Rafael was a Fairy. They all were Fairies. Fairies!
Then, the light moment fled. His eyes adopted a haunted look once again, and he moved away, clenching his hands into fists.
I wasn’t sure what we were waiting for, but I didn’t have the nerve to interrupt him at the moment. He looked too tense. Instead, I sat back down and ran my fingers through the dirt. It was a bit like damp sand. I began to draw patterns in it with the tip of my finger and let my mind wander.
Maybe none of this was real. If I were lucky, I would discover that it was all a bizarre dream. Just in case, I pinched myself, but nothing happened. It was not surprising. In my entire life, there never had been an easy escape for me from anything difficult.
However, this time, a healthy portion my current problem was my own fault. I’d taken the Tulpa from Marquis’ car.
“I’m sorry,” I apologized, still resting my cheek against my knee and drawing swirly patterns in the sand. “I never should have taken that red tube from Marquis’ car, but I really wanted to give it back yesterday.”
It took some time before Rafael’s voice answered mine. His thoughts had obviously been very far away. “What?”
“I didn’t know there was a Tulpa in it. You know, I’ve never even heard of those before.” I kept talking, still focusing on the sand. “I was just curious what Marquis was doing and—”
I yelped as Rafael hefted me to my feet. I looked into his eyes, startled.
“Marquis?” His face held a mixture of bewilderment and disbelief. “You took the Tulpa from Marquis’ car?”
“Uh, yeah.” I admitted, slightly alarmed. “Al and I saw him … opening it up and …” I fell silent, uncertain why he appeared so disturbed.
“And what, Sydney?” Rafael breathed, horror-stricken. “You saw him doing what?”
“I don’t know!” I began shaking. It took me several long minutes to control my fear so I could reply. “It was weird. That thing stuck its tentacles in his nose and eyes … I guess. It was hard to tell ...” I trailed off.
He shuddered and closed his eyes, his face losing all color once again. I thought he was going to vomit.
“I’m sorry.” I really didn’t know why I said it. It just felt like I should.
Rafael’s mouth twisted in dismay. With his eyes still closed, he whispered, “Are you certain … that it was Marquis?”
“Yes,” I said. “We recorded him on video.”
His eyes flew open and his brows arched a little. “Recorded?”
Biting my lip, I admitted, “Al thought you were a drug dealer. He had a couple of video cameras recording your … house … since you moved into the … neighborhood. He’s been a bit suspicious. He got the alien detection kit at Thanksgiving. The thing that went off yesterday … ” It was harder to come clean than I thought. Even though I was still scared, I felt my cheeks redden with embarrassment.
Rafael just stared at me.
“I knew you would be here, Rafael.”
Both of us whirled to see Jareth standing behind us, dressed in his full black leather outfit, dangling chains, and porcupine hair. Apparently, he had taken the time to change.
“You always come here when you’re upset.” Jareth drawled. Tilting his head to the side, he sized me up and down. “I see that you have recovered, Sydney.”
Recalling quite clearly that in our last encounter he had tried to convince Rafael to let me die, I sent him an unforgiving scowl and muttered, “No thanks to you!”
“It’s nothing personal.” Jareth shrugged indifferently. “But make no mistake; Rafael has only delayed your death for a short time. No human is allowed to live in or leave this place.”
I glanced away as I willed my fear to stay bottled, and Rafael reached over and gave my shoulder a reassuring squeeze.
“I hate to interrupt you, Rafael.” Jareth folded his arms in a creak of leather and jingling chains. “But now that we have inexplicably arrived in this fate line, we should inspect the Glass Wall before taking any further action.”
Rafael sent him a measured look. His lips curled into a mocking smile as he said, “How pleasant to see you come to your senses at last.”
“I shall root Sydney here.” Jareth replied.
At once, Rafael’s eyes flashed and his lips set in a thin, uncompromising line. “Sydney comes with us!” he said.
“Why would I be that foolish?” Jareth’s face darkened. “No one would ever permit a human so close to the Glass Wall!”
“You have no choice,” Rafael countered evenly.
Jareth stared at him a moment before remarking cynically, “Really? I can simply deliver you to your Queen, thereby washing my hands of this entire affair, and I wouldn’t even be questioned! All of the offenses in history combined are nothing compared to what you are in the middle of achieving, Rafael!”
“And you will simply walk away?” Rafael laughed. It was a deep, rich laugh rife with an elegant contempt. “As my lifelong counterpart, I know you as well as you know me. You care more about discovering the origin of that Tulpa than I do! I’d wager my life’s blood upon it!”
Jareth’s eyes filled with a hot anger, but he replied steadily enough, “It does no good to wager your blood as it’ll spill soon enough anyway, but perhaps I can wait a little while longer.” Turning to me, he withdrew from his sleeve the silver pen-like device I had seen before. He pointed it at me. “Do you know what this is, Sydney?”
I nervously shook my head.
“This is a trion.” His voice adopted a chilling tone. “The Fae have harnessed the power of sound to create this deadly weapon. With a single word, I can obliterate you as fast or as slow as I please.”
I swallowed. So I had been in danger on the night that I’d first heard of the Glass Wall.
“I will be escorting you,” Jareth continued in a harsh monotone. “If you take as much as a single step toward Rafael, I will annihilate all traces of you. Do you understand?”
“No! I don’t understand at all!” I snapped as he closed the distance between us in two large steps and grabbed my arm.
“We are going to inspect the Glass Wall, and you must come with us, because that fool refuses to leave you behind,” he explained. With a sneer on his lips, he addressed Rafael, “If you even touch a single hair on her head, I’ll annihilate you as well, regardless if you’re a Fate Tracker or not! I will never allow you to take her back to Earth.”
Ignoring him outright, Rafael sent me a graceful nod and a reassuring smile. “Trust me, Sydney. I have faith we will find the answers we seek.”
At that, Jareth broke into a loud, condescending laugh. “Recall, Sydney, I’ve pointed out before that Rafael is quite the dreamer.”
“Odd choice of words.” Rafael raised a brow at him, and his eyes flashed dangerously. “Perhaps it is you that has dreamt of this Tulpa before? Shall we look into the mirror?”
Jareth jerked. I could feel a ripple run through him, but I didn’t understand either of them or what it meant.
Then, Rafael’s demeanor changed. Adopting a harsh tone of command, he lifted his arm and ordered, “To the wall. At once!”
With that, he vanished.
“Hold onto me tightly, Sydney.” Jareth scowled down at me.
With his fingers clasped around my arm in a death grip, he shifted, taking me with him.
Again, I was overwhelmed with an intense wave of nausea. Squeezing my eyes shut and falling to my knees, I was unable to look around to see where we had shifted to.
“Take deep breaths, Sydney.” Rafael advised as Jareth warned, “Keep away from her, Rafael!”
It took longer than they both liked before I could open my eyes. Jareth reluctantly offered a supportive arm that I promptly shoved away as I struggled to my feet on my own.
He grinned.
I was standing on what looked like white, compacted sand. I could only see a short distance ahead of me and on each side, before mist obscured my view. Rafael stood a respectable distance away, somewhat masked by mist with his thumbs stuck in his pockets and his eyes focused over my shoulder.
Slowly, I turned.
Behind me rose an immense wall of glass, like a monstrous dam of inconceivable proportions. It spread in both directions with each end fading into the mist. I stood before it, filled with a profound sense of awe, feeling to be the size of an ant in comparison.
“This is the Glass Wall, Sydney,” Jareth announced in an unusually restrained tone.
“It’s a … real wall!” I exclaimed in utter amazement.
“No.” Rafael disagreed, still maintaining his distance. “It’s a representation of our protection of humanity for as long as no human rejects it. Though to you, it would appear to be a real wall.”
I couldn’t believe it wasn’t real. The surface was shiny, mesmerizing. I wanted to reach out and touch it, but before I could even move, Jareth clamped his fingers on my arm.
“Halt!” he warned. “I would kill you before you could touch it, Sydney.”
I jerked. “You can read my mind!”
Ignoring me, he continued, “Behind this wall is Earth, and the only way home for you is through this wall, but you will never touch it. The consequences would be far too disastrous for all.”
The stark words tore through my heart.
Rafael turned away, but not before I saw a deep expression of sorrow cross his face.
My heart sank. If I was going to control my fear, this was exactly what I didn’t need to hear! “What … about Al and Betty … and Jerry?” I whispered. My eyes suddenly misted thinking about them. I couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing them again.
“You are dead to them,” Jareth replied with his trademark shrug.
“Then you are going to kill me, like you killed Jung?” I gulped, shivering uncontrollably.
Jareth frowned at that. “I didn’t kill Jung. Marquis did, though I’m sure our Golden Child will refuse to believe that.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder to where Rafael was standing.
I closed my eyes briefly, taking a deep breath. There had to be some way out of this mess. Rafael seemed to think that there was. I willed my fear and sadness to turn into anger. Anger would give me the strength to act.
Jareth was watching Rafael with a smirk. “You are unusually quiet, Rafael.”
In a split second, I realized that this was my moment. I didn’t give it much thought. Taking advantage of Jareth’s distraction, I bolted, deciding that I wasn’t about to just shrivel up and die in this strange land. Maybe I could run through the wall and return to Earth. I didn’t even want to consider the consequences. I really had no choice. I knew that the consequences were horrible if I stayed.
I’d only managed a few paces before I heard shouting, and my feet were instantly bonded to the ground. It was as if someone had super-glued my shoes to the dirt. I wavered and would have fallen if Jareth hadn’t grabbed my shoulders and tipped me upright.
Rafael entered my field of vision, admiration glinting in his eyes, and Jareth looked down at me with a surprised smirk.
“I always knew you were reckless, Sydney.” Jareth shook his head, astounded. “But you obviously don’t know how foolish that was.” He flipped his trion in the air and deftly caught it, before pointing it at me again.
I screamed.
Jareth chuckled, “No need to panic yet, Sydney. I’ve already rooted you.” He pointed to my feet.
“Rooted?” I repeated, trying to lift them up, but finding I couldn’t.
“You’re stuck until I release you. I suggest that you sit, as we will be here quite some time.” He shrugged and then turned to Rafael. “Shall we?”
With a crisp nod, Rafael moved to stand in front of the wall. Taking a trion from his pocket, he raised his hand and waited until Jareth joined him to follow suit.
Together, they spoke several harsh syllables.
The Glass Wall shifted color and a sound emanated from it, like the sudden loud blast of a didgeridoo. Bands of color rippled across the surface, reminding me of the Northern Lights. Then, shafts of light radiated outwards to bathe both Rafael and Jareth in color.
I watched them and clenched my hands to prevent them from shaking. Several times, I tried to move my feet, but whatever Jareth had done had really worked. I couldn’t even remove my shoes. It was as if I had become part of the ground.
It was very claustrophobic.
After a while, my feet began to hurt and I finally sat down. I huddled on the ground, hugging my knees, and watched them stand before the wall, fervently hoping that Rafael would find what he was looking for and knowing my return home depended upon it.
Finally, they both stepped back.
Rafael’s face had turned gray again, and my heart sank.
It was obviously not good news.
“There is nothing amiss with the Glass Wall,” Jareth announced.
“You are a fool!” Rafael exploded dangerously. “We’ve only confirmed that the Glass Wall is functioning as it has from the beginning. The flaw must have been there from the start!”
Jareth rolled his eyes and spat. “You dare claim that the wall has been a sham for over a thousand years?”
They stared at each other, eyes blazing passionately.
Finally, Rafael broke the impasse. “Do not be foolish! We must continue searching. We have not yet found the truth!”
“I should have stopped this long before now. This fate line should not even exist!” Jareth’s lip lifted in contempt. “Rafael, I order you to your tower while this matter is brought before the Queens. You will hand me your classification and trion, at once!”
Rafael uttered a strangled oath. With his eyes sparking in irritation, he warned in a cutting tone, “You’re playing a dangerous game with a force I can’t yet identify, Jareth, and you’re losing to whoever is pulling the puppet strings. Don’t doubt that I’ll find out exactly who’s behind this. You can’t hide them from me!”
Jareth jerked a little, as if he’d been slapped, but he recovered quickly to retort, “You can’t buy time with such drivel! This fate line will stop here. Do as I order. Now!”
“You fool!” Rafael swore again, pivoting on his heel to stride toward me. Pointing his trion at my feet, he spoke a single word.
Instantly, I regained control of my feet.
Lifting me up, Rafael slammed his weapon onto the ground and then with a vicious flick of his wrist, pulled off what looked like a thin golden bracelet and hurled it next to the trion. Without looking in Jareth’s direction, he caught me to his chest, and we once again shifted.
This time, the nausea was so intense that I blacked out.
I woke up to the warmth of the sun on my face and a barking dog. For one brief moment, I was content, thinking I had merely fallen asleep and that Tigger was begging for something to eat, but reality soon invaded my thoughts.
“Ajax!” Rafael whistled from nearby.
Opening my eyes, I sat up slowly, filled with apprehension.
I was lying on a red circular couch in the center of a large room. The carpet and walls were gray. An artful glass sculpture of red tulips covered the entire expanse of the wall to my side. Before me, a red shaggy rug stretched before a series of floor-to-ceiling windows. Several large gray pillows were scattered about the floor.
The hair on the back of my neck rose. Sensing something behind me, I whipped around to find Ajax’s face planted an inch from mine.
Screaming, I scrambled back.
The Doberman’s lips split into a wide grin.
Rafael whistled again and Ajax bounded off to flop on one of the gray cushions.
It was then that I saw Rafael lounging against the far wall, watching me from under heavy-lidded eyes. He had changed into an outlandish black bodysuit, with several jagged cuts across the chest that revealed a shimmery, see-through cloth beneath. He had also renewed his make-up, completely covering an eye with black paint, a few feathers on his eyebrow, and sequins that matched a set embedded in his hair.
Suddenly, I felt nervous. Turning back around, I asked, “How long have I been out?”
I didn’t hear his response because I was immediately distracted by the bizarre landscape that I was seeing through the floor-to-ceiling windows. Gasping in awe, I ran to plaster my face against the glass.
Clumps of floating hills drifted lazily outside the window, covered with tall, wispy towers, trailing vines, and long white staircases circling down to end abruptly in mid-air. Looking down, I realized with shock that we were in a similar tower, floating on a similar airborne hill. The sun was shining brightly, but the two moons were still visible in the sky. Underneath us, I could see a vast city spanning in all directions as we glided above it.
A creature that looked like a blue dragon with butterfly wings dove from somewhere up above and wrapped itself around a tower floating directly across from us. Several Fae suddenly appeared upon its back and the creature launched itself back into the sky, swooping close by our window for a second, long enough to give me a good look at the Fae that were riding it. They were dressed in the most peculiar combinations of feathers, scarves, and fine silver chains that I had ever seen. Their bizarre outfits made Rafael’s choice in attire suddenly seem tame.
Another floating hill drifted by, one complete with a waterfall spilling over the edge into the city below, I gasped, “Where are we?”
“The City of the Queens.” Rafael replied in my ear.
I could feel his breath on my cheek, and I whirled around.
He was standing close behind me, his face level with mine, peering over my shoulder and out of the window with a glint of amusement in his eye. “I suppose it’s overwhelming to see this for the first time,” he said softly.
“Uh, yeah … a bit,” I muttered.
He straightened and moved back a little, watching me closely.
Suddenly, I remembered our dire situation, and I lost interest in the alien landscape before me. “What … do we do now?” I asked, my voice shaking a little.
“We wait.” Rafael shrugged coolly.
As if on cue, a soft chime filtered through the room and Rafael moved to the wall. Touching it briefly, a small hole appeared to widen into a door, and Harmony stepped through.
My heart began to pound.
She was dressed in a silver jumper with crystal buttons, and she had pulled her blonde hair back into a sleek ponytail. Glitter and bold swirly patterns of blue paint covered her face, making her look as if she wore a masquerade mask.
Without a word, she threw her arms about Rafael and hugged him close. There was a lengthy silence as he patted her shoulder in a comforting gesture.
Finally, she stepped back, and her blue eyes pooled with unshed tears. “Why, Rafael? How did it come to this?”
“To what?” Rafael went rigid, all at once.
“I’ve spent my entire life protecting you, and now there is nothing I can do!” Harmony caught her breath in a sob. “I dandled you on my knee when you were a babe, Rafael. I couldn’t love you more if you were my own child, and I daresay I love you more than your own mother. I won’t let this happen!”
Rafael sucked in a deep breath as his eyes widened in alarm. “What happened, Harmony? Are the Queens refusing to see me?”
Harmony turned away from him, but paused as she saw me.
I winced, expecting her to skewer me alive with a vicious look or word, but she just shook her head in deep sorrow.
“Harmony!” Rafael raised his voice. “Tell me at once!”
Blanching, she whispered, “Rafael, you can’t save her. You can’t love a human!”
I started to tremble, feeling my fear rising again.
“What of the Tulpa?” Rafael roared, grabbing her arm and whirling her around. “What did the Queens say of the Tulpa?”
“Tulpa?” Harmony repeated, startled. “Jareth never mentioned a Tulpa! He said only that he caught you at the Glass Wall with Sydney!”
A look of pure outrage flashed across Rafael’s face, and a cry tore from his lips as he struck out, pounding his fist savagely against the tulip sculpture hanging on the wall.
The glass shattered into a shower of tiny pieces.
I didn’t know exactly what they were talking about, but it sounded like Jareth had been actively sealing our doom. Tears threatened as I watched Rafael’s stunned face of disbelief.
After a time, he took a deep breath and explained woodenly, “Sydney was caught in the claws of a Tulpa, Harmony. It was a refined Tulpa, one bred from mass hysteria and many years of human pain. I have no doubt that the Brotherhood created it. Yes, I brought her here to save her life, but also to gain time in finding how the Tulpa gained access to Earth. Jareth voluntarily went with us to the Glass Wall, to look for flaws. Surely, the Queens can’t act so quickly on a matter as weighty as this!”
“Jareth never said a word of any of this!” Harmony closed her eyes, and it took her several long minutes before she added, “Could you not be mistaken? You know very well that the Glass Wall protects humans from the Brotherhood! The Tulpas can’t get through.”
Rafael stooped and picked up a shard of glass from the carpet, ignoring the scratches on his hands. “The wall must not be what we have been taught it is, Harmony. Perhaps the Queens know this and fear what I will say.” He drew his lips in a thin line.
“Rafael …” Harmony whispered. “You can’t imply the Queens would engage in such treachery!”
“Why not?” He challenged. “We seemed to have stumbled upon insidious lies, perpetuated throughout the centuries, and Jareth is spreading even more!”
She obviously wanted to believe him, but he was apparently straining her credulity. Looking at him with a mixture of horror and compassion, she approached him as one would a severely ill loved one. “We all make mistakes, Rafael, and love is … forgivable. If we end this now … it won’t be a disaster.”
I tensed at that. “End this now” didn’t sound so good for me.
Rafael waited, obviously expecting her to continue. When it became evident that she had finished, he frowned, clearly perplexed. “What are you speaking of, Harmony?”
Not looking at me, she whispered, “Jareth swore you brought Sydney here out of love. No lasting harm has been done yet. The Glass Wall still stands. It’s not too late to admit your mistake.”
Rafael’s lashes fluttered in surprise as he focused on the shard of glass in his fingers. He flipped it repeatedly for some time before meeting Harmony’s gaze once more. “I will not sacrifice Sydney. I will find the truth! That will be the only way that she can live. Return to Earth and see if you can find any trace of the Tulpa. It was last in Sydney’s room.”
“No! You should return to Earth and hide where they can’t find you! They will be coming for you soon!” Harmony disagreed. Looking at me, her lip pulled down. “Sydney … you must stay. I’m sorry. I really am.”
“No!” I said desperately. “I don’t belong here! This isn’t right!” I knew that staying meant that I wasn’t going to be living long. “And aren’t you an advanced society? Why do you have to kill me, anyway?” I was close to tears.
“The danger is simply too great,” Harmony replied in a hoarse voice. “Even if you meant no harm, there are others here that would use you to accomplish a great evil!”
“Enough!” Rafael held up his hand. “If we prove the wall is not protecting humanity, the Queens will wait on Sydney’s judgment! Harmony, we must solve this mystery while we can. Sydney clearly saw Marquis using the Tulpa in the same manner as the Brotherhood: in the nose and eyes. This isn’t something she could have known.”
Harmony staggered back in disbelief. “This … simply can’t be!”
“I’m at a loss myself, but for now, focus only on the Tulpa. If we can find it, the Queens will be forced to hear me.” Rafael said, clutching the glass shard tightly. “Take Ajax with you. He can see behind the Glass Wall. He should be able to track it.”
At the mention of his name, Ajax leapt up from the cushion on full alert and loped across the room to join Harmony.
Laying her hand on the Doberman’s head, Harmony nodded. “I will look at once. Wait here.”
With that, they both disappeared.
Obviously, witnessing Marquis and the Tulpa had far greater implications than I had realized. It had apparently just swayed Harmony to our side. Still, I was threatening to panic once again. “This isn’t looking good, is it?” I asked, moving a little closer. I felt safer nearer him.
Rafael’s penetrating eyes shifted toward me. “We must find the truth. That is our only way out of this.”
I nodded, biting my lip to keep it from trembling. “What can I do?”
“At the moment, you and I still must wait,” he replied softly. “It’s not our time to act yet.”
I was too upset and anxious to wait. I thought I was going to burst. “How can we just sit here and wait?” I exploded. “Jareth is prancing around sealing your doom ... my doom! The last thing we should do is just sit while he ties all the loose ends with a bow! How does he have so much power? Why won’t they listen to your side of the story? That—”
“Hush, Sydney.” Rafael interrupted with a chuckle. “All is not lost.”
“How can you say that? I keep being told that I’m going to die!” I was losing grip on containing my fear. “How is Jareth getting away with this? He’s lying!”
Clasping my fingers lightly in his, Rafael pulled me to the wall. Touching it again, another door formed, and he pushed me through into a small sunny room filled with potted trees and trailing vines. In the corner stood a tall table made of glass with several matching stools perched on glass stems that didn’t look strong enough to hold anyone.
“Take a seat.” He pointed to one of the chairs. Settling opposite me, he continued, “There are a thousand reasons why Jareth might have said what he did. He’s a Dark Fae, and I am a Light.’
“Then how can they listen to your enemy?” I shook my head, astounded.
“We are not enemies,” Rafael explained patiently. “We are counterparts, a matching pair.”
I stared at him, dumbfounded. “Uh … a pair … like … married?” I asked.
He threw back his head and laughed outright. “Absolutely not! We are, or should be, like brothers working side-by-side in the perfect balance of strength and weakness. Our present Queens are true counterparts as well—the Queen of the Dark and the Queen of the Light. True counterparts aren’t common here, and they may show up in any profession. Together, Jareth and I should have accomplished great things.”
I blushed, feeling foolish.
Anger and resentment replaced the humor on Rafael’s face, and his eyes took on a distant look. “Jareth and I have never trusted each other. We have experienced extreme difficulties from the moment we met, and our only success has been in creating the weakest pairing of Fate Trackers ever to have existed.”
“Is that why he’s lying now? Imprisoning us?” I asked.
“To be fair, Jareth is within his rights to place me here while he presents to the Queens. I would have done the same in his place,” Rafael replied with an indifferent lift of his brows. “As Fate Trackers, it is our duty to avert the disasters we see. I can’t fathom why he failed to mention the Tulpa. It gives me far fewer choices to act upon and less time to do so.”
At that, my hysteria threatened to resurge, and I couldn’t resist whispering what really concerned me. “Am I really going to … die now?”
Reaching across the table, Rafael took my hands in his and squeezed them in a supportive gesture. “Your fate line is far too strong for that, Sydney, and it’s only growing stronger by the moment.”
Those words soothed my panic. Gripping his fingers tightly, I bowed my head and forced myself to focus on calming down. It took some time before I managed to raise my head and ask, “How can you be so sure? I mean, what is a fate line? Is it something like a crystal ball?”
He obviously didn’t understand the crystal ball part, but shrugged it off. “Fate Trackers see the Threads of Fate flowing through each living thing.”
“You see … like … real lines?” I asked, a little incredulously.
“Yes.” He nodded slowly. “The silken Threads of Fate appear above each living thing’s head, and they are ever-changing, as each decision made affects others in the most unexpected ways. We search for and track the Blue Threads.”
“Are you sure my line is getting stronger?” I whispered.
Clasping my hands tighter, his smile broadened. “Most definitely. You’re quite the courageous one, little human, and each moment I spend in your company convinces me even more that I’m on the right path.”
I desperately held onto his fingers, wanting him to repeat over and over again that I wasn’t going to die.
Finally, he said, “We will act soon enough, and we should prepare.” Withdrawing his hands, he leaned over and touched the wall next to the table. “You must drink this. It will prevent the nausea the next time we shift.”
A compartment in the wall opened up, and he pulled out two glasses. One filled with a clear, amber liquid and the other with what looked like milk.
I got the milk. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing to his.
“You can’t drink our water any more than we can drink yours.” He smiled, humor glinting in his eyes. “You would be drunk in under a minute.”
“Drunk?” I snorted. I eyed my milk suspiciously and then suddenly recalled their bizarre addiction to artificial sweetener. “Ah! So is that why Harmony put Equal in her water at school?”
“Equal neutralizes the effect for us.” He nodded. “Drink.”
After a momentary hesitation, I did. It tasted quite pleasant—like bananas. When I was finished I asked, “Where are we shifting to?”
Sprawling back in his chair, Rafael expelled a long breath, tapping absently on the table. “At the moment, I can’t shift anywhere. I’m a prisoner. We must first escape this tower.”
I sat up eager for action. I must have been obvious because he started grinning.
“We can’t escape until the evening.” He leaned over and tousled my head with a chuckle. “So I’m afraid that you must practice patience for a few more hours, at least.”
“Hours?” I mouthed, deflated. Throwing my head back, I heaved a loud sigh of exasperation.
“Come.” He rose, holding out his hand.
As he led me back to the room with the circular red couch, I began to think about Jareth some more. He had obviously been at odds with how Rafael had chosen to read fate. He had also said that I was never going home. I was going to ask Rafael if that were true, but thinking of my life now living with Al and Betty filled me with so much emotion that I couldn’t form the words. I was afraid he might tell me that the most I could hope for was to live the remainder of my days in Avalon. Instead, I settled for asking, “What are you going to do? What is the plan?”
He jerked a little at the sound of my voice, startled from his thoughts. “We must first wait for Harmony.”
His answer was frustrating because it was useless. I wandered about the room, looking outside the window, but the floating hills were no longer diverting. I drummed on the glass for a time before turning to find him watching me from his heavily-painted eyes. He had a bemused smile on his lips.
“What is it?” I asked waspishly.
“You are quite brave,” he answered, again flipping the shard of glass in his fingers. “And you’re taking this experience remarkably well.”
“Not really.” I shook my head. “I just don’t want to panic and miss the opportunity of getting home. I can freak out later.” My voice broke on the word “home” and unexpected tears burned my eyes.
With a compassionate look in his eyes, he said, “Take heart, Sydney. I do not believe your fate will end as you fear.”
That was comforting, but then I suddenly recalled Jareth’s words and scowled, “Jareth said you were a dreamer.”
“No.” Rafael expelled a breath and looked away, clearly a little insulted. “It was odd for him to say that. We Fae do not dream—only humans do.”
“Dream?” I asked, glad for the temporary distraction from my panic. “You don’t dream?”
He shook his head.
“Well, it isn’t all that fantastic.” I shrugged. “Most dreams are quite boring, anyway. And I don’t remember most of mine.”
He was obviously amused. “Dreams are much more than you realize. Humans are a powerful race. You dream and thus you create your own reality.”
I was hardly in the mood for philosophy. I snorted and muttered sarcastically, “Then, I’ll just whip up a dream and get us out of here.”
“There is more truth to that than you know, Sydney.” Rafael chuckled. “But there are faster ways right now.”
“Which brings me back to my original question … what is the plan?” I asked, feeling a twinge of annoyance. Annoyance was useful. I could grow it into anger. Anger would give me much more strength than panicking would.
Rafael merely watched me as his eyes began to twinkle.
It irritated me. “What is so funny?” I snapped.
“I have no doubt that you’ll rise to accomplish great things, Sydney.” He dipped into a graceful bow. “You’re a very strong person.”
Suddenly realizing that he never answered any of my questions, I snapped, “Is this some kind of fairy trick? Divert instead of answer what I ask?”
“Fae.” Rafael flipped the glass shard in the air and caught it deftly between two fingers. “Not fairy.”
“Whatever.” I snapped.
“There is a very big difference,” he replied, noticeably a little aggravated himself now.
“You are doing it again!” I frowned. “You deliberately don’t answer me!”
“I’m working on the plan,” he stated casually. “There’s nothing for us to do now but wait.”
I was sure he was lying. He didn’t seem like he was working on anything. He just looked like he was killing time. Figuring he already had a plan, but that he wasn’t about to share it with me, I began to pace in front of the windows, oblivious to the fantastic scenes drifting in front of me. I kept waffling between frustration and fear until I felt like I was going to explode.
Finally, I strode to the couch and threw myself facedown upon it, and screamed as hard as I could. I kept screaming, but then somehow, the screams turned into sobs. I was scared. I missed Al, Betty, and Grace terribly, and I was growing more convinced by the minute that I was never going to see them again.
The couch dipped a little as Rafael sat beside me.
“What if I never see them again?” I wailed into the cushions. “I never even got to tell them good-bye! Betty will probably … probably worry ... She’ll think I ran away!” At that, I burst into fresh tears.
Rafael patted my shoulder in a soothing gesture.
“I don’t know why I’m worried about what they’re thinking!” I sobbed harder, perplexed. “After all, I’m just a foster kid, a government paycheck.”
“You worry because you love them, Sydney,” he supplied quietly.
“They are just foster parents.” I choked down a sob. “I haven’t known them that long.”
“Sometimes, love grows very quickly,” came his soft response.
His comment was startling enough that my tears dried instantly. I did feel something unusual for them, something that made me warm and fuzzy inside. I wasn’t sure it was love. I actually hoped that it wasn’t. Loving foster parents would be a mistake. I never stayed in one house for very long, and I certainly couldn’t let myself be so needy.
Then I realized with shame that I hadn’t thought of Maya once. I knew I loved Maya. I was hard-wired to love her, but I never worried that she’d be concerned about me. She never was. Why was it different with Al and Betty?
Slowly sitting up, I frowned. “I can’t love them. They aren’t my parents,” I said. “I already have a mother.”
“There are many shades of love.” Rafael lay back on the couch, and picking up one of the gray cushions began to toss it in the air. “You can love them all. One love doesn’t take away from another.”
Wiping my tears with the back of my hand, I choked. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. I’ll probably get stuck here.” I swallowed and then added what I was really thinking. “Or most likely die.”
Tossing the cushion on the floor, Rafael stared at the ceiling, still lying on his back. After a moment, he informed me, “You aren’t going to be stuck here, and you certainly won’t die.”
I blew a long breath. “And just exactly how do you plan on preventing it?” I rolled my eyes a little. “I know you aren’t going to answer that.”
Slowly, he sat up and taking the glass shard from his pocket, he dropped it into my palm. “With this,” he replied. His expression was serious, hardened with resolve.
I held up the piece of glass, puzzled, and then I heard his words.
“I’m going to break the Glass Wall.”
Thinking of that massive wall of shimmering glass, I sprang to my feet and gasped. “Even I know that breaking the Glass Wall is a bad idea!”
“It’s the only way.” Rafael drew his lips in a thin line. “The wall is hiding a sinister secret.”
“But you said it protects Earth!” My throat went tight. “You can’t let those Tulpas loose on us!”
“They already are, Sydney.” Rafael rose fluidly to his feet in one swift movement. “The Glass Wall is a lie. If it had been protecting humanity, you would never have even seen the Tulpa.”
“But you and Jareth both said there was nothing wrong with the wall!” My heart was racing and panic was threatening once again.
“We only discovered that the wall is performing as it always has.” Rafael’s expression was grim as he added, “But that doesn’t mean that it’s protecting humanity. I believe now that it never did.”
His ominous words hung in the air.
Frowning, I whispered, “What if you break the wall and you are … wrong?”
He didn’t answer me. Instead, he strode over to the window again to stare out, unseeing. The feathers in his blond hair combined with the black patterns on his face made him look downright wicked. Finally, he grudgingly admitted, “If I’m wrong, then I’ll have unleashed an unimaginable calamity upon humanity. I will have allowed the Brotherhood access to humans and disaster will befall Earth.”
It was then that I fully understood what it meant to be Blue-Threaded. It was an abnormally cruel fate, to be faced with such exaggerated consequences of success or catastrophe. I wondered if it was truly balanced, and if so, what kind of stupendous success could offset a disaster such as the one playing itself out now.
Rafael’s long finger slid under my chin to tilt my face toward his. I had been so distracted that I hadn’t noticed him standing in front of me once more.
“But if I’m right, Sydney, then humanity already stands on the brink of an unthinkable disaster and we have erred greatly by protecting a wall that we thought protected humanity, but instead allowed the Brotherhood to meddle in Earth affairs for over a thousand years unhindered,” he said gravely, his fingers still cupping my cheek. “The only way that Tulpa could have entered your world was through the Glass Wall, and it proves that the Brotherhood is seeking to entrap humanity in their evil designs once again—something we thought we had fixed with the wall!”
“Then, is my part in this whole mess showing you this Tulpa and the fact that the wall is a charade?” I asked, my voice shaking a little. “Is that why I’m Blue-Threaded?” I hoped he would say yes, because I didn’t want to think that I might soon be embroiled in something even worse.
Rafael seemed surprised at the nature of my thoughts. “We will never know that until the thread disappears, for good or ill.”
“I take that to mean my fate is still Blue?” He didn’t have to answer. I could see it in his eyes. Scowling, I muttered, “Breaking the Glass Wall sounds like an insane solution. How are you even going to do it?” The wall was massive.
His long lashes swept down, hiding his eyes in a gesture that I knew meant that I wasn’t going to get an answer. I wasn’t surprised when he switched the subject.
“How did you get the Tulpa from Marquis’ car?” he asked in a neutral tone.
I wasn’t expecting that. Cringing a little, I was honest and confessed, “The day you saved Tigger … I was looking for a towel and … took it.” Not wanting to see his disappointment, I turned my back on him, vowing that if I ever made it back to Earth that I was never going to steal another thing for as long as I lived.
Suddenly, I felt his warm breath in my ear and heard him whisper, “It’s most fortunate for all that you did. This ugly secret has remained hidden for far too long.”
At that moment, in spite of everything, I became very aware of him, and the only thing I could think about was how close he was standing.
Grabbing my wrist, he pulled me back to the window, and still holding my hand, absent-mindedly trailed our fingers along the glass. “Ajax mentioned the day before Thanksgiving that he saw the Brotherhood tracking you in the woods. It makes sense now. If you had their Tulpa, they would have known it. They would have wanted that particular one back, I am sure.”
“Trailing me?” I repeated, startled. Recalling Ajax’s strange behavior in the greenbelt that evening, I added, “I never saw anything.”
“You wouldn’t have,” he replied, focusing on the hills floating before us. “While the Brotherhood can see you if they choose, you can’t see them.”
My brows rose in surprise. I didn’t like the idea of aliens watching me without my knowledge, but then a horrible thought crossed my mind. “If you break the wall … does it mean that everyone on Earth will start seeing them?” I asked, aghast.
“No,” he assured me, still looking out the window. “The Brotherhood can’t physically access the Third World, or Earth as you call it. They can only travel to the Second World where humans create the Tulpas. From there, they can also watch Earth from behind a veil.”
“Maybe I was better off not knowing,” I muttered. I was holding onto his hand so tightly that I figured I was probably cutting off the circulation in his fingers, but he didn’t seem to mind. Then, because I wanted it to be true more than anything else, I added, “There must be some kind of misunderstanding. I don’t see how humans can create things like Tulpas. We would know if we did. You must be wrong.”
Rafael’s lips curved into a smile and his eyes lit with humor. “You will one day see your power, little human. Humans are envied by many races and for more than one reason.” He lifted our entwined fingers to touch my cheek lightly with his thumb.
The gesture was friendly, but for some mysterious reason, I felt my cheeks turn fiery red. Embarrassed, I jerked my hand free and babbled, “What about these Brotherhood guys? Who are they? I mean, I’ve never heard of them before I met you.”
I was grateful that he didn’t appear to notice my embarrassment. Instead, he seemed to be weighing how much to reveal.
At last, he replied, “Since ancient times, your world has known them as the Lizard People. They have long sought to walk your world, but upon failing to find compatible human host bodies, they—”
“What?” I interrupted, upset now and forgetting entirely about being embarrassed. “We have aliens trying to possess our bodies?”
Wincing slightly, he fell silent.
“No! You can’t just leave it hanging like that!” I grabbed his arm and shook it a little. At his obvious confusion, I quickly amended, “You can’t just tell me part of the truth! Why do they want to possess us?”
“Sydney, I’ve said far too much.” His voice held a tone of regret. “When there is nothing to be done about such things, perhaps it’s best not to know.”
“But I know now!” I shook his arm harder, biting my lip to keep it from trembling.
“And I’ve been foolish in revealing this much!” Expelling a deep breath, he captured my hand once again and murmured, “I’m breaking far too many rules of late.”
“Please,” I pleaded, clutching his hand tightly. “I have the right to know!” I wasn’t sure why. I just felt that I did.
Apparently, he thought so too, because with a heavy sigh, he answered, “The Brotherhood views humanity as a herd of cattle, a food source …”
I hadn’t expected that. “They want to eat us?” The pitch of my voice was dangerously close to hysteria.
“No!” Rafael inserted quickly. “They devour the Tulpas you generate. They feed off of your emotions, preferring the dark ones of fear, hatred, and anger. They wish to walk among you in order to trap your world in a perpetual state of fear and hatred. They can only influence now. They can’t control you.”
That was actually creepier. I just stared at him. Things were turning more bizarre by the moment. I gave an uncomfortably strained laugh and decided, “This must be a dream … no … a nightmare, or maybe I’m sick or something and I can’t wake up!”
“I’m sorry, Sydney,” Rafael apologized in a low, gentle voice. “This must be very hard.”
The idea that I was stuck in a dream was an attractive one that grew on me even as I found myself tipping dangerously close to a full-blown case of hysterics.
“Actually, this isn’t hard at all!” I began to giggle. “I have nothing to worry about. This must be a dream. It doesn’t make sense, otherwise. Especially, with this whole thing about you being a fairy! I mean … fairies!” I collapsed into such an uncontrollable fit of giggles that I couldn’t talk.
“The Fae,” he corrected in a slightly miffed tone. “Please do not use the term of ‘fairy’!”
I kept on snorting with panic-stricken laughter, and he didn’t even try to stop me. Finally, I wiped the tears out of my eyes, and I looked down at his hand encompassing mine and wiggled my fingers. “This only proves it, you know. Because I’m crushing on you, I’m dreaming that you’re holding my hand. It isn’t something that would really happen! Thanksgiving was probably a dream, too. Actually, maybe this whole thing is!” At that point, I began to doubt myself. If it had been a dream, then it was an extraordinarily long and coherent one.
When I looked back into Rafael’s gray eyes, they had taken on an interested gleam. “Crushing?” he repeated curiously.
Immediately, color rushed to my cheeks, and I jerked my fingers free from his once again.
I was saved from an awkward explanation by a soft shimmering bell chiming through the room.
Rafael tensed.
“What is it?” I asked.
His mood shifted, but he looked down at me with an impudent grin. “You can explain ‘crushing’ to me at a later time. At the moment, I can’t risk an interruption, Sydney. I’ll untie you the instant this is over.”
“Untie me? I’m not tied …” My protest quickly shifted into a yelp as he caught my wrist and spun me around. A shimmery scarf slipped over my mouth even as another twisted around my wrists. I was so shocked that I didn’t even fight back.
Twirling me around again, Rafael planted his handsome face inches in front of mine and asked, “Is that comfortable?”
I drew my brows in the worst scowl that I could summon. “How could I be comfortable?” I shouted, but the scarf muffled my words.
“I swear upon my honor that it won’t be for long, Sydney.” His grin widened into a broad smile, but then he added, “I hope.”
The chime sounded again.
Easily hefting me over his shoulder, he walked toward the wall, explaining, “I regret the use of this archaic form of restraint. I’m fairly powerless without my trion.”
I kicked him, just enough to express my irritation. My reward was another scarf binding my feet. I was trying to figure out how he had managed such a feat while still carrying me, when a door zipped open, and he stepped into what looked like his closet.
I was so amazed that I forgot to struggle.
It was huge, about the same size as Betty’s entire house, with row upon row of clothing and shelves of hats, belts, and boots, all arranged neatly along the walls and organized according to color. It looked like an expensive designer clothing store.
Rafael carried me past more feathers, scarves, and shimmering material than I had ever seen in my entire life. At the far end, he stopped in front of a lighted floor-to-ceiling mirror a good twenty feet wide. In front of it were several tall black stools and a black leather S-shaped couch.
As another chime shimmered through the air, Rafael set me down on the couch. “You must remain quiet. It’s imperative that you’re not discovered. I’ll finish as quickly as I can.”
I tried to object, but the scarf made it impossible.
Reaching back, he tapped the mirror and with a conspiratorial wink, added, “That should satisfy your curiosity.”
I looked at the mirror and then back at him in confusion.
He didn’t explain. Instead, he tweaked the tip of my nose. “You’ll be given the opportunity for revenge once this is done.”
With that, he strode to the far wall and exited his closet, the door melting into a tiny hole and vanishing behind him.
I spent the next few minutes trying to wriggle free before giving up and hopping through the closet toward the door. Even though I was annoyed, I couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer amount of clothing he possessed. He would have to change clothes ten times a day for the rest of his life to wear less than half of them.
Finally, I arrived to where the door had been, but it had fused perfectly into the wall with no sign of a handle. Growling, I banged my shoulder against it just to make myself feel better, but then I heard a voice behind me.
Twisting back, I saw that the mirror had lit up like a large movie screen, displaying the scene that was taking place in the next room. Surprised, I hopped back as fast as I could for a better view.
Rafael was lounging languidly against the wall with folded arms, observing a striking and willowy blonde-haired female from under half-closed lids.
She was exquisite. Her eyes, a stunning shade of purple, perfectly matched the color of the delicate butterfly painted on her flawless, creamy face. An elaborate mass of curls, entwined with white feathers, cascaded down her back. Her silver tunic, swept about her slim waist by a belt of interwoven silver and gold chains, dropped off one shoulder, and her boots glistened as she walked up to Rafael. Boldly, she traced the crease on his cheek with her finger.
“You came early, Raven.” Rafael rumbled in a deep voice.
“Did I?” Raven challenged with a haughty smile. “I was surprised that you summoned me, Rafael.”
I watched with a flood of complex emotions as Rafael slid his hand up the length of her arm to the back of her neck before stooping to kiss her cheek. Then, he gracefully stepped away, returning to his favorite spot by the window.
“Your father is deeply concerned.” Raven followed him.
“Oh?” Rafael shrugged his shoulders nonchalantly. “Why?”
She lifted her chin, and her voice took on a hard edge. “There are many rumors that you have brought a human to Avalon …” She hesitated before continuing loftily, “And that you have given her your heart.”
I found myself holding my breath in the extended silence that followed
“It would explain why you broke our engagement last week.” Raven finally added in an arch tone.
“Our engagement sprang from scandalous roots, Raven. It would never have been what you desired.” He paused dramatically, leaning against the window in a sophisticated slouch as he peered down at her through lowered lashes. “However, I can’t see the future. Others have found love after even worse beginnings.” He shook his hair over his eyes in a move that made him look mysteriously alluring, a fact that he seemed to know.
I wasn’t surprised when Raven’s lashes fluttered. The smoldering looks he was sending her way would have melted an iceberg, and I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous.
Raven placed her palm on his chest, the soft tinkling of the bracelets on her wrist reminding me of Neelu. “I would know the truth, Rafael. Where does the human rest in your heart?” Apparently, she wasn’t swayed easily.
Lifting a scornful brow, Rafael covered her wrist with his fingers. “Would I waste my time with a mere human?” His voice dripped disdain. “I should be trusted over a Dark Fae, Raven. Why do you listen to Jareth’s lies?”
My jealousy disappeared in an instant and I found myself glaring at his image in the mirror. “Jerk!” I mumbled through my scarf.
His response mollified her only somewhat. “Then why did you bring her?” she asked shrewdly.
“There are many things at play here, Raven.” Rafael gazed coolly out of the window. “I may reveal only that it involves the Inner Circle.”
At his words, she visibly stiffened.
Noting her reaction, Rafael turned his full attention upon her, allowing his eyes to rake her up and down in a manner that I could swear indicated surprise. With his lips curved in a derogatory smile, he swore, “The human means nothing to me. She’s quite vulgar. She could never be compared to you, Raven.”
I frowned. Even if he was acting, he didn’t need to insult me that much.
However, it seemed it was just what Raven wanted to hear.
Tipping her head back, she laughed, and as Rafael’s cheek creased in a smile, he lifted her arm and twirled her around.
I was peeved enough that I almost missed the flash of his fingers as he deftly removed the bracelets from her wrist. He had them pocketed in the blink of an eye. I blinked in surprise mixed with a little admiration. He would make an excellent shoplifter.
However, Raven must have sensed something.
In mid-twirl, she broke free and glanced at her wrist just as Rafael clamped his hand over her lips. In an instant, her eyes darkened with fury, and she lashed out, putting up a serious fight. Twice, she managed to jab him in the stomach with her elbows and even grazed his shin before he had her arms twisted behind her back and a scarf binding her mouth.
At that moment, Harmony and Ajax flashed back into existence.
“Heaven’s Bells, what is this?” Harmony gasped, spying the struggling Raven. “What are you doing?”
“Harmony, just put her to sleep!” Rafael frowned in exasperation.
She hesitated a moment, but then complied, and pointed her trion at Raven. As she collapsed, Rafael caught her and deposited her gently upon the bed.
“Explain!” Harmony scowled.
Ignoring her, Rafael exchanged a long look with Ajax until the Doberman finally slunk away.
My heart sank. They had obviously failed.
With a deep breath, Rafael passed his hand over his face.
“I tried!” Harmony whispered as her shoulders sagged.
Rafael nodded once and murmured, “I know.”
Pointing to Raven, Harmony asked again, “Explain what you have done to the Queen’s niece!”
“I need these to escape, Harmony.” Rafael’s jaw muscles hardened as he flipped two golden bracelets between his fingers. “I did not expect that you would succeed. Jareth covers his tracks far too well.”
Harmony’s eyes bulged as she stared at the bracelets. “That will never work. It has never been done!”
“I have no choice but to try.” Rafael replied darkly, striding toward the wall.
Raven moaned.
Tensing, Rafael glanced over his shoulder just as Harmony pointed her trion once again and spoke a harsh syllable.
Raven immediately fell back, unconscious.
“She won’t wake up for a day, now.” Harmony shrugged, exchanging a long look with Rafael, and then she grinned, just a little. “I never liked her, anyway.”
His lips crooked upwards in what should have been an answering smile, only his expression was far too somber as he replied, “Thank you, Harmony. You’ve done enough. You shouldn’t be involved in this further. Go.”
Turning his back on her, he moved toward the wall. He didn’t see her eyes roll or the stubborn way in which she folded her arms. I knew Harmony wasn’t going anywhere, and I found that fact immensely comforting.
Behind me, the door whooshed open, and in the mirror’s reflection I watched Rafael thread his way through his racks of clothing to pause behind me and grimly unknot the scarves.
“You didn’t have to tie me!” I grated a little, rubbing my wrists because I expected them to be stiff or hurt. I was actually surprised that they were perfectly fine.
“Sydney, with you I’m learning to expect the unexpected.” Rafael’s eyes flashed with momentary humor before turning serious once again. He held out the bracelets. “I had to secure these before she could leave or activate an alarm.”
“Fine, but I couldn’t have gotten out of here! I couldn’t even find the door.” My frown deepened as I recalled his claim that I was “vulgar”. “And it wasn’t like I was going to yell, no matter what you called me. I’m not that vulgar!” I knew there were more important things at the moment than my slightly hurt feelings, but I couldn’t resist saying it.
“Ah, for that I apologize.” He offered me a deep, sincere bow. “I merely used words that she wished to hear.” With his lips quirked in amusement, he added, “But I was concerned over the mirror and the sound of your voice, not the door, little human. I could not risk you discovering the mirror’s true purpose and unintentionally interrupting.”
That caught my interest. “True purpose?”
“The Fae inadvertently left that technology behind in our last encounter with Earth,” Rafael explained lightly, selecting a black stool and dragging it to the far left corner of the mirror. “You have yet to uncover its true capabilities.”
“Rafael, you know better than to speak of such things!” Harmony warned, catching his words as she joined us in the closet.
Touching the mirror, Rafael stepped back and a smooth table surface slid out from its reflective surface. “Considering the present fate line, Sydney has the right to know.” Sitting down, he began to inspect the bracelets.
Not quite liking the sound of his words, I searched Harmony’s troubled face.
Things were clearly heading in the wrong direction.
Harmony tightened her lips and pointed to the bracelets. “It’s too late to attempt that. Just return to Earth and hide. I swear I will stay with Sydney … until the end.”
“End?” I gulped, knowing that she meant my end. I glanced nervously back at Rafael.
He had focused his attention on a small box that held a collection of what looked like silver toothpicks and clear stones. Selecting one of the toothpicks, he used it to poke one of the bracelets.
A beam of light shot out to reflect in the mirror. Selecting one of the stones, he placed it between the beam and the mirror, which caused the beam to separate into a wide band of colors. As he studied what looked like a rainbow emanating from the bracelet, he answered calmly, “Sydney’s fate line is far too strong to abandon hope. She is needed for something of far greater importance. She must not die like this, Harmony.”
“What can be more important than the Glass Wall?” Her voice was markedly hushed.
“Finding out what it is really protecting,” Rafael replied in an even tone as he peered closely at the bands of light.
Indicating the bracelets with a worried nod, Harmony asked, “But how? You’ll never get out using Raven’s classification. Those combinations can’t be modified! This can’t be a good use of your remaining time!”
Rafael clenched his fingers, and in that moment I thought I saw his hands shaking, but when he spoke, his voice was steady. “Then, I will use my last day trying, Harmony.”
“Day?” I repeated, startled. It was the first time that I had heard what kind of timetable we were on. Horrified, I whispered, “Then why are we wasting precious minutes? Let’s get going!”
“This must come first, Sydney,” Rafael answered patiently, still poring over the lights reflecting in the mirror. “I must add our voices to this classification, so we can leave the tower undetected. It’s the only way.”
I wondered how he could remain so calm when we only had a day left to live. I felt like screaming.
He was still speaking, “I will see this fate line through, Harmony. But you shouldn’t stay. It’s wiser for you to go.”
Visibly struggling with her emotions, Harmony turned her face away for several long minutes before replying, “I will never leave you, Rafael, even now when this shreds my soul.” With a heartrending smile and tears glistening in her eyes, she added, “And I will assist you with a smile on my lips … just for you.” Placing both of her hands on his shoulders, she kissed the top of his head.
Rafael reached back and gave her hand a quick squeeze. “I have never doubted you, Harmony, but you do not have to see this. You’ve done enough. It’s time for you to go.”
“Never! Don’t waste your time trying to dissuade me. You know I can be more strong-willed than even you.” Her unwavering gaze met his in the mirror. “It does not matter what the Queens will do with me afterwards. I will already be dead inside.”
With his jaw clenched, Rafael once again trained his eyes on the light pouring from the bracelet as Harmony returned to the couch.
I wanted to know more details, but I knew it wouldn’t help our situation to continually interrupt when he was clearly on a tight schedule. Instead, I paced behind the couch.
After awhile, Ajax pranced into the closet and lazily stretched out on the floor in front of the couch. Tempted to pet him, I extended my hand his direction but jerked it back when he lifted his head and silently showed me his teeth. We settled for exchanging sour looks instead.
In the silence that followed, I wandered around, seeking a distraction from counting down the last remaining seconds of my life. Rafael’s amazingly outlandish collection of clothing succeeded in capturing my attention for a while, but eventually I lost interest and drifted back to the couch where Harmony sat.
Finding the silence oppressive, I searched for topics of conversation. Recalling her comment from before that she had dandled Rafael on her knee as a babe, I asked quietly, “So, Harmony … are you like Rafael’s nanny or something?”
Rafael cleared his throat as Harmony gave a little laugh and really looked at me for the first time. “That’s the best comparison that I’ve ever heard!” she replied with a grin.
“Harmony is my bodyguard,” Rafael explained, briefly looking over his shoulder at me. “Fate Trackers are protected from birth since there are few of us left. Before she was assigned to me, she served as Captain of the Light Queen’s Guard.”
“Yes, and by the Light Queen’s order, I gave up my illustrious position to become a nanny.” She obviously found the concept highly amusing.
Rafael sent her an exasperated look. Selecting another stone, he placed it in front of the second bracelet. Another rainbow of lights arched through the mirror.
“Rafael always was—” Harmony began but abruptly fell silent. Rolling her eyes, she removed her trion from her pocket and said, “I seem to have blundered with that human Al.”
Hearing Al’s name, I sat up straighter.
“What is it?” Rafael paused, turning toward her in curiosity.
She fidgeted a little before answering. “I wanted to give the humans closure. I know they have bonded with Sydney … so I told Al that she came away with us for the weekend. I figured I could end it with a car crash or … something.” She winced at my outraged expression before shaking her trion in exasperation. “But this Al keeps calling her cell phone!”
I felt nauseated. I really was going to die. Rafael could say what he wanted, but everyone else was convinced I only had a day left to live. I glanced over to find him watching me in the mirror.
He beckoned me with a long finger.
I blew my hair out of my eyes. I didn’t want to hear niceties. I wanted the truth. But I went over and joined him, anyway.
He was prodding the bracelets with another silver toothpick but murmured, “Sydney, there is no cause to panic yet. Your fate line is still strong.”
“He gave up,” Harmony muttered from behind us, tucking her trion away.
Quietly, Rafael ordered, “Call him back, Harmony. Let him know that she’s safe.”
“Can I talk to him?” My voice cracked as I held out my hand, as though she would hand me my phone.
Harmony shook her head in a gesture of genuine sorrow. “It is impossible, Sydney. Your voice won’t carry through my trion.” Turning to Rafael, she drew her brows in a deep frown. “Calling him would be a mistake. The less contact we have, the better.”
His lips thinned into a tight line. “Do it.”
With an obvious lack of enthusiasm, she fished out her trion again and breathed a soft word. A threadlike beam of golden light shot up to the ceiling as she spoke. “Hi, Al! I just … like … found my phone, and I was going to, like, call you back sooner, but we were busy. You know how it is with girls!” She giggled.
My mouth dropped open. She was speaking in my voice.
“Yeah, I’m just chillin’ out with Harmony here on the beach,” she said.
“Chillin’?” I muttered. “I don’t talk like that!”
“We’re taking a nice little jaunt up the coast!” Harmony was saying, frowning at me. “Oh! The signal is breaking up now!”
For a brief moment, I heard Al’s worried voice as he responded by speaking louder. I was overwhelmed by a sudden wave of emotion. “Why can’t I at least say my last good-bye?” I choked, asking no one in particular.
“Have faith that it won’t be,” Rafael replied softly, focusing on the bracelets with grim determination.
I wished I could, but I didn’t know how. Instead, I watched as Harmony grew visibly frustrated imitating me.
Finally, she snapped, “Heaven’s Bells! That’s enough prattling about secret code words or whatever, Mr. MacKenzie! Don’t worry! I’m fine, and I’ll keep in touch. Give Betty all the best and Grace, tell her hugs and kisses. Bye!” With an annoyed flick of her wrist, she jammed the trion in her pocket.
“He knows that isn’t me.” I scowled as she rejoined us. “You’ve only made him more suspicious, especially by not knowing the Mackenzie Secret Code Phrase.”
“Secret Phrase?” Rafael arched a fine brow as his lips pulled up into a genuine smile. “Al has proven to be quite the crafty one.” Glancing up at Harmony, he added, “He’s had us under surveillance since the day we arrived.”
It was Harmony’s turn to be astonished. She drew me away to the couch and we found some measure of distraction by talking about Al and his spying devices. But then it all became too much effort, and we lapsed into a silence.
Finally, I had to face the fact that I could do nothing but wait for Rafael to finish whatever he was attempting to do. It was hard to only count the seconds slipping by, because I knew now the exact number of seconds I had left to live.
Chapter Twenty-Two - The Stair
I was jolted awake by Rafael’s strangled roar of frustration.
Dazed, I staggered to my feet to witness him pounding the mirror with his fist as the room filled with a deep, throbbing vibration.
A sharp pain lanced through my skull, and I fell to my knees, clutching my head.
“Stop reflecting, Rafael!” Harmony screamed. “The mirror is hurting her!”
Instantly, the vibration ceased, and the pain disappeared.
Struggling to my feet, our current situation returned to me with a rush. Although I knew the worst must have happened, I wanted to know what is was.
“What is it?” I croaked.
Breathing heavily, Rafael leaned against the mirror with his head buried in one arm. He made a pounding motion with his other fist, but stopped short of striking the mirror’s surface.
I didn’t think he was going to answer me, but then I heard him whisper, “We are in the last hour, and I can’t alter the cipher. I have failed, Sydney.”
Pressing her lips together tightly, Harmony blinked rapidly and turned her face away.
“So? We have a whole hour, right?” I finally broke the silence that followed his words. “You aren’t giving up, are you?”
He didn’t respond.
Panicking, I ran to his side and shook his arm. “You can’t just give up!”
“What can I do?” he asked in turn, stepping back to face me, his voice filled with devastation and pain. “I must be wrong and … Jareth must be right.”
“You can’t say that!” I shouted, tears sliding down my cheeks. “You have to be right, you have to!”
He just stared at me, stricken with horror.
I couldn’t believe it was happening. I didn’t want to think that I might actually die in an hour. I knew they would never change their minds and at least let me live the rest of my life in Avalon. Harmony’s pained expressions had pretty much confirmed my time here was short. To think otherwise would be dreaming. And then I recalled Rafael’s comment about how humans could dream their own reality, and the inspirational quote from the school bridge suddenly popped into my head: Man’s greatness lies in his power of thought. Collapsing against the mirror, I sobbed, “Why can’t I just think or dream us all out of here?”
The silence in the closet was petrifying.
Then Rafael slowly straightened, and a look of wonder crossed his face.
“What is it?” Harmony sprang to her feet.
He seemed unable to speak. He just stared at me in outright amazement.
As the hair stood on the back of my neck, I found myself repeating her question, “What is it?”
Grabbing my hand, he pulled me to the table where the bracelets still projected bands of light through the clear stones and into the mirror. “Touch this, Sydney,” he whispered hoarsely, pointing to the stones.
Bewildered, but knowing we were out of time, I did as he asked.
As my skin connected with the stone’s cool surface, a new color entered the rainbow. It was an incredibly deep shade of blue.
Startled, I jerked my hand back.
The strand of blue disappeared.
Harmony gave a cry of utter astonishment as Rafael threw his head back and laughed.
“Is … that what I think it is?” Harmony whispered in awe.
With a gentle touch, Rafael guided my finger once more to the stone. Again, the blue strand joined the other colors of the rainbow in the mirror.
“It’s exactly what you think, Harmony.” Rafael replied in a hushed voice. “The Fae can never alter these ciphers … not until they can dream.”
“What is it?” I asked, unable to bear the suspense a moment longer.
Cupping my chin in his hand, Rafael leaned down and pressed his lips against my forehead. “You have saved our lives, little human. The blue strand lives in the Second World … a world I can never access … but you can.”
I didn’t really understand, but I didn’t care at the moment. “Are we going to live now?” I asked in a garbled voice.
“Well, you’ll live for a little while longer, anyway.” Harmony retorted sarcastically, but she was smiling. “At least you’ll be able to escape the tower now to carry on this mad scheme!”
I knew she wouldn’t be treating the subject so lightly if she thought we weren’t going to succeed. Suddenly flooded with hope, I found myself grinning.
“Then let us use our time wisely and finish this now,” Rafael said crisply. “Touch the stone and speak your name, Sydney.”
With quivering fingers, I followed his orders. As I said my name, the deep blue strand of light rippled and pulsed to merge with the others before settling back to its original place.
Shaking his head in wonder, Rafael slid the bracelet onto my wrist. “Touch it, Sydney.”
As I did, a beam of golden light shot out and up to the ceiling, much like the one that had come out of Harmony’s trion.
By their overt sighs of relief, I knew it had been successful, but I didn’t have a clue of what it really meant. We quickly repeated the process for the other bracelet and shortly after, Rafael was sliding it onto his own wrist and producing a matching beam of light.
“You have accomplished the impossible, Sydney,” Rafael murmured, executing a bow of the deepest respect. “We can now use Raven’s classification to exit the tower undetected.”
“Then we are going to escape now?” I asked, excited but scared at the same time.
“Absolutely!” Rafael’s face relaxed into a broad smile, but almost immediately his brows swept into a faint line of disapproval as his gaze raked me up and down. “However … you simply can’t escape attired in such a manner!”
For a moment, I thought he was joking, but when it became apparent that he was serious, I glanced down at myself, puzzled. “Change clothes? Don’t we have less than an hour?”
“There is enough time.” Rafael tilted his head thoughtfully to the side. “With your coloring, I would think a dark purple or silver would serve quite well.”
Harmony joined him, pursing her lips. “We should also try a jade green,” she said, tapping her chin.
I watched them, bewildered.
“But not just any jade green ...” Rafael differed, narrowing his eyes a little. “Perhaps a dye from the Summer of 879—or Spring of 678 might be the right one.”
Harmony sniffed, apparently insulted. “I’ll never understand the reputation that the Spring of 678 has. They hadn’t even discovered triviluthim back then! The shade is simply wrong, a travesty of fashion!”
As Rafael’s gray eyes responded with a passionate flash, I cleared my throat and interrupted them in utter amazement. “Aren’t we trying to hurry? Who cares what color I’m wearing?”
They both looked at me, shocked.
“Simply because we are rushed doesn’t mean that we leave without proper grooming!” Rafael explained, a little coolly.
“Huh?” I couldn’t believe my ears.
“Harmony can start your mask while I locate the correct jade green.” He brushed my reaction aside with a wave of his hand and disappeared among the racks of clothing in his closet.
I looked to Harmony for support, but she was obviously on Rafael’s side. Dragging one of the stools to the mirror, she touched its shiny surface. From the ceiling, some kind of complex shelving descended, composed of drawers and compartments of eye shadow, glitter, and brushes.
“Take a seat, Sydney.” Harmony smiled in invitation. “It’s time to start your mask.”
I hesitated, but figuring that we would waste even more time arguing, I climbed onto the stool. “Are you sure we have time for this … mask?” I couldn’t help muttering.
“You can’t walk among the Fae without a mask.” Harmony frowned at me.
“Oh! Is it a disguise?” I asked, thinking I was beginning to understand. “Would I stand out too much if I wasn’t dressed correctly?”
“Most likely no one would notice as they are too concerned with their own appearance.” She rolled her eyes as she plucked a couple of containers out of a drawer.
I hadn’t expected that and frowned impatiently. “Then why am I bothering? Who cares what I look like if I only have an hour to live? Actually, I’m sure it’s less than an hour now!”
“It simply isn’t done, Sydney!” Harmony slammed several brushes on top of the containers and scowled at me.
“But—” I protested, but stopped, startled, as she flicked me on the nose.
“You’re worse than a child! Be quiet so I can paint your mask.” Drawing her lips into a tight circle of concentration, she picked up a brush, dipped it into one of the jars, and began to dust my face.
I held still, certain I was going to drown in impatience. Behind me, I heard Rafael whistling at random intervals as he perused his closet. I simply couldn’t believe that we were wasting time on my clothing and makeup.
Finally, Rafael appeared with an armful of green clothing, scarves, and silver feathers.
“What do you think?” Harmony asked him, stepping back to survey her handiwork. When he didn’t reply, she rolled her eyes and handed him the brush. “Fine, you can do it.”
“Thank you.” Rafael bowed politely, dropping several outfits into my lap. “Change first, Sydney, and then I’ll finish your mask. I’ll return shortly, so you must be quick.”
He didn’t have to warn me twice. I waited until he had disappeared out of the closet and then grabbed the first thing I could. Holding it up, I eyed it in confusion, not having the slightest clue of how it was worn.
“I like the other one better.” Harmony clucked from the couch.
Snorting, I retorted, “Right now, I’d go outside wearing a garbage bag! Just show me how to put this thing on!”
“Humans are so dramatic,” she murmured, rolling her eyes a little but stepping forward to help, and in a few minutes I was wearing sparkly silver leggings, a flowing jade green tunic—of which year the dye was I didn’t have a clue—and a silver belt. The tunic obviously was meant for Rafael’s height; it fell past my calves, looking more like a dress.
Glancing at the heap of scarves and feathers, I pushed Harmony’s hand away and said, “I’ll just go like this. I don’t need those.”
“Don’t be absurd!” Rafael interrupted us, returning in time to hear my comment.
Ignoring my protests, he set about clipping on feathers, artfully arranging scarves with intricate knots, and weaving strands of pearls into my hair. I half expected him to start dancing around me and to break out in song.
Catching my expression, he paused and his eyes glinted with curiosity. “What is it?”
I could hardly reveal my thoughts. Instead, I settled for repeating, “Aren’t we running out of time?”
His lashes dropped in suspicion, but he gamely took my hand and led me back to the stool. We stared at each other in the mirror, and then he reached over and selected what looked like two round palettes of silver and gold-colored eye shadow.
“These would go well, do you not agree?” he asked, holding them next to my skin while still watching my face in the mirror.
“Whatever you say.” I folded my arms. “I just want out of here.”
It didn’t matter. He wasn’t really listening to me, anyway. He held up several other selections against my skin before making his decision and began to dab paint on my face, applying more glitter, sequins, and even a circular disc of jewels and feathers.
His touch was gentle and light, and in spite of our situation, he seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. Under any other circumstances, it would have been amusing to watch him paint my eyebrows, eyelids, and lips with such complete concentration, but I found it hard to sit still.
“Can’t you hurry?” I finally asked.
“Patience, Sydney,” he murmured under his breath.
“Why do you guys have to wear so much makeup, anyway?” I frowned, a bit petulantly.
“Why do you not?” He shrugged, not bothering to answer further.
“But—” I began.
“Sydney, you must not talk!” He furrowed his brows. “You’re making the sequins shift.”
I felt like slapping him, but then he stepped back, surveying his handiwork with a satisfied quirk of his lips.
I jumped off the stool and grabbing his hand to pull him out of the closet, said, “Let’s go!”
“Patience, Sydney!” He laughed a little as he spun me around by the shoulders to face the mirror. “Now you look like a proper Fae.”
To appease him more than anything else, I glanced at the mirror. My mouth dropped open. I didn’t recognize myself. An intricate pattern of silver, black, and green covered the top half of my face, giving me the appearance of wearing a lacy, delicate mask. A row of sequins circled the outer edge, and several swirls of what looked like diamonds trailed down the side of my cheeks in mysterious patterns. The combination of the mask and the outfit, adorned with feathers and scarves, gave me a strangely fascinating, mystical appearance.
“Are you pleased?” Rafael asked in a quiet voice.
I glanced over to see him watching me in the mirror with an expression of admiration. I didn’t have time to get embarrassed because then he held out his hand and said, “It is time.”
Harmony and Ajax were waiting for us by the door. She greeted us with the words, “You have seven minutes.”
“Seven minutes?” I gulped.
Rafael clasped Harmony into a warm hug. “Please, take care of yourself,” he murmured softly.
Succumbing to tears, she couldn’t answer him and turned her head away.
Next, he knelt next to Ajax. The Doberman stared into his eyes before pinning his ears back down, practically to his neck.
“You must stay with Harmony now.” Rafael whispered.
Ajax said nothing but briefly lay his head on Rafael’s shoulder.
Rising to his feet, Rafael touched the wall, and the door zipped open. Holding his hand out to me, he asked, “It is time, Sydney. Are you ready?”
He didn’t have to ask twice. Seizing his fingers, I followed him out of the door as Harmony and Ajax watched with obvious sorrow.
Rafael led me down a hallway with high-vaulted glass ceilings and walls covered in murals composed of tiny mosaic tiles. Potted plants and trees were clustered here and there in front of tall narrow windows. Flowering vines cascaded from above us. It was like walking in a beautiful tiled garden. The hallway curved, leading toward an immense, arched doorway that was obviously the main exit to the tower.
My heart was pounding so loudly that it was difficult to talk, but I managed to whisper, “Are you sure these bracelets are going to work?”
“They will work,” he stated softly, drawing me inexorably toward the arch.
I wished I could believe him.
We were almost there when he said, “Remember, you are clothed as one of the Fae now, so you must act like one. Once we leave this tower, we must cross the courtyard to the stairs. Even though our disappearance will distract them for a time, once Jareth learns we are gone, he will head immediately to the wall. He’ll know what I’m trying to do, and he’ll bring assassins to stop me.”
The word “assassins” made my heart skip a beat, but then we were at the arch and my more pressing concern was, “What happens if these don’t work, after all?”
Rafael smiled down at me. “Then you will never know,” he said, pulling me through before I could react.
For a brief moment, our bracelets shot out beams of light and the archway responded with a shimmer, but then we were on the other side.
It had worked.
“It worked!” I breathed, stating the obvious.
“But of course, little human,” Rafael breathed softly in my ear. “Now, you must act like the Fae.”
“Meaning?” I prompted.
As he stepped out into the warm sun, he lifted my arm enough so that I was forced to stand on my tiptoes, and then he twirled me around. “You can’t walk. You must dance!”
I could hear voices around me, but I was focusing on my balance. I never was much of a dancer, and as I stumbled, Rafael dropped his hand lightly to my waist and lifting me, twirled me around several times before placing me back on my feet.
I looked up at the tower we had just exited. It was more a work of art than a building, a twisting spiral of white stones that wisped up gracefully into the sky with lush gardens and vines growing at different levels. At the very top, a beautiful crystal tree glittered in the sun, its leaves looking more like jewels than anything else.
“Dance with me, Sydney!” Rafael gently shook my shoulders, drawing my attention back to him. He was smiling down at me.
“I can’t dance!” I muttered, embarrassed.
With a light laugh, he replied, “Then I’ll teach you! The Fae express by actions—”
“And with clothes and makeup?” I interrupted, a little flustered by his hand still on my waist.
“Exactly!” His heavily-painted gray eyes lit enthusiastically, totally missing my sarcasm.
The sound of laughter floated from above and I looked up to see the dragon-butterfly creature diving above us, the feather clad Fae on its back laughing loudly. Behind us, three Fae were headed our direction, dressed in elaborate flowing scarves. They wore rune-shaped headdresses at least four feet tall with their hair entwined around them. To the other side, a group of Fae clad in flowing gowns of green, almost the same shade as mine, stood a short distance away, watching me with overt interest.
I froze.
Yanking my arm so that I fell against him, Rafael held me close to his chest and whirled me around, again lifting me off my feet. I gripped his arms tightly, feeling nauseated and certain that we were going to be caught. I shut my eyes tightly, convinced all of the Fae were descending upon us from every direction and that shortly I was going to be blinked away into nonexistence. I was wondering if it was going to hurt, when I felt Rafael’s chest rumble with laughter.
My eyes flew open, and after a few extra twirls, he set me down on my feet. I clung to him a little dizzily as I heard a voice call out in question, “The Summer of 678?”
“Spring!” Rafael responded, waving in an elegant gesture, picking the edge of my tunic up.
A chorus of awed gasps greeted this statement.
I glanced at the Fae around us, gathered in loose clusters. At first, I thought their eyes were focused on me, but then I realized they were staring at the jade green tunic. They weren’t threatening, in fact, they seemed envious.
“Come.” Rafael twirled me away from their scrutiny, half-carrying, and half-dancing with me toward the other side of the courtyard.
No one seemed to think his behavior bizarre. In fact, I could see other Fae doing very much the same kinds of things as they wove their way through the courtyard.
At the next pause, I managed a nervous squeak, “So, you have to act drunk to be a Fae?”
He laughed at that, a loud peal of laughter. “Carefree, Sydney, not drunk,” he explained with humor. “We live in the moment more than humans do. Try it!”
I shook my head. I was too stressed out to dance, and I couldn’t see how I could simply just forget my fears.
“Humans are always living for the future, and they miss the now.” He continued, once again lifting me up, dancing a few more feet, and threading his way through the crowd.
“Perhaps because we are always dreaming of the future!” I mused, though a little defensively.
“Perhaps.” He nodded thoughtfully in agreement.
Setting me down on my feet once again, he planted his face so close to mine that I thought I could feel the sweep of his lashes against my cheek when he blinked. His eyelashes were unusually long, and I found myself wondering if they were really his or fake. Then, catching the nature of my thoughts, I scowled. “We don’t have time for this.”
“You just did it, little human.” His smile broadened. “For a moment there, your thoughts were focused on something in the present, not in the future.”
All at once, my cheeks flamed red.
Glancing over his shoulder, he pointed to a narrow gap between two large metallic cylinders covered with white-leaved vines. It was only a short distance away. “That is the entrance to the stairs,” he said, looking back down at me with a smile. “Come and be carefree with me, Sydney. Even if only for a moment, what better way to spend that moment?”
A small group of Fae descended upon us, laughing, chatting, and dancing. Their long velvet skirts, elaborate hairdos, and hand-held feathered masks made them look like they had just stepped out of a medieval masquerade ball.
“Remember, Sydney … carefree.” Rafael whispered in my ear as he once again caught me about the waist and twirled me into the middle of the cavorting Fae.
I tried, but I was mostly too scared or stunned to feel anything. Now, more than ever, I felt trapped in a dream as I wove with Rafael through the medieval-clad Fae. Several called out the year of the jade green dye with admiration as we passed by. Then, all at once, we were through and standing at the entrance to the stairs.
Rafael’s manner turned serious all at once. Gripping my shoulders, he said gravely, “The instant we are on the first step, you must run and not stop, Sydney. Do you understand?”
I shivered and nodded.
“You must run as fast as you can to the bottom.” His fingers dug into my shoulders.
“Then what?” I whispered, fighting a rising surge of panic.
“I’ll tell you once you get there,” he replied. “But you must know this first. When we get to the Glass Wall, we will have less than ten seconds to break it before Jareth will arrive.”
“Ok.” I nodded, taking a deep, wavering breath. “What do you want me to do?”
For a brief moment, an expression I couldn’t interpret crossed his face, and then he said, “It is you who must break it, Sydney. You must touch the wall.”
I stared at him, uncomprehending.
“Only a human can break the Glass Wall.” I barely heard his words through the sudden roaring in my ears. “I’ll do whatever is necessary to stop Jareth and the others, and you must not look back. Promise me that you won’t look back.”
“What?” I gasped. “You aren’t coming with me?”
“You must run for the wall as fast as you can, regardless of what is happening. Do you understand?” He was shaking me, but I was so shocked I could hardly concentrate on his words. “Once we reach the Glass Wall, when I squeeze your hand, regardless of what is happening, you must run for it and not look back. Do you understand?”
I couldn’t believe this was happening. I couldn’t believe that I had to break the Glass Wall. It was no small wonder that they called me Blue-Threaded. My destiny certainly sounded disastrous.
“Remember, Sydney! When I squeeze your hand, run, and don’t look back!” Rafael was repeating with a frown.
Finally, I managed a feeble nod.
“Are you ready then?” he asked softly, his eyes filled with concern.
“How can I be ready?” I asked in a voice heavy with emotion.
Knowing that thinking about any of this would only turn me into a useless mess, I shoved him aside and, placing my first foot on the stairs, began to run, faster than I ever had in my life.
I could hear Rafael close behind me, but I didn’t let myself think about anything other than the fact that I had to run and focused only on the few steps in front of my feet. The steps before me seemed to spiral endlessly, but I kept circling down, flying over the stairs as fast as I could.
Finally, after what seemed like hours, I heard Rafael shouting from behind me, “When you get to the bottom, jump!”
At that moment, I circled the last spiral to see that only one flight of steps remained before the staircase ended abruptly in mid-air. The City of the Queens spanned far below us.
With his words just beginning to register, I couldn’t prevent myself from attempting a complete stop, but it was too late. Rafael followed behind me too fast.
I didn’t have to worry about jumping.
Rafael collided with me at top speed, knocking me down. Then we tumbled down the remaining steps before lurching over the edge.
I screamed.
There was nothing beneath us but the empty air over the city far below.
Chapter Twenty-Three - The Glass Wall
I kept screaming as we fell through the air.
Rafael was holding onto my ankle and shouting, but I couldn’t hear anything past my own voice and the rush of the wind. I was terrified. I was hurtling unchecked toward the City of the Queens spread out below me but growing more detailed by the second.
Just as I began to wonder how much it was going to hurt when I impacted the ground, Rafael grabbed my belt, tipped me upright, folded his arms about me and shifted.
Sucking in a long, wavering breath, I opened my eyes to discover that I was standing once again on compacted white sand. I stumbled out of Rafael’s arms and glanced around. Recognizing the mist, I suddenly realized that we were back at the Glass Wall.
We were not alone.
A short distance away, Jareth stood with his arms folded and his legs planted wide apart. Behind him, four Fae stood at attention, dressed from head to toe in black and wearing silver masks on their faces. They were obviously the assassins.
“Impressive, Rafael!” Leveling his trion at us, Jareth strode forward and shook his head incredulously. “I’ll have to study exactly how you escaped your quarters. I could have sworn that was impossible.”
Rafael bowed with a grand flourish.
Cocking a brow my way, Jareth eyed me up and down. “You look half decent for once, Sydney.”
I couldn’t believe that we had come all this way to fail now. How had he known? We hadn’t even gotten our ten seconds to run for the wall. “How did you—” I began.
“Know that you were coming here?” Jareth finished the question for me. “The only real danger we face is the destruction of the Glass Wall. Why would I be anywhere else? Even though …” He walked around us in a circle, shaking his head. “I never thought you would actually make it back here.”
Rafael didn’t reply, but the muscles in his jaw visibly clenched.
“Why did you lie?” I blurted. It was easier to babble than to face the fact that we had lost. “Why didn’t you tell the Queens about the Tulpa?”
“Pah!” Rafael tossed his head, his eyes seething. “There is only one possible answer to that question, Sydney. Jareth refrained from sharing that detail because he knows what the Glass Wall is truly protecting, and he wishes to protect it himself!”
Jareth’s eyes flashed in turn and, lifting his chin defiantly, he retorted in a contemptuous tone, “How astute you are, Rafael. I do know the Glass Wall is protecting humanity, something you have forgotten in your current delusional state.”
“Who is delusional?” Rafael was asking when I felt him squeeze my hand.
I didn’t want to leave him. It didn’t feel right. The four assassins were standing on alert behind Jareth, and if Rafael succeeded in distracting them from me as I dashed toward the wall, I didn’t see how he could survive when it was five against one.
Again, he squeezed my hand, and this time harder. He was shouting at Jareth, and even though it felt like a betrayal, I dashed for the Glass Wall.
I could hear shouts and screaming, but I bolted forward, pounding through the swirling mist that thinned with every step to reveal more of the Glass Wall rising majestically above me.
When I was about twenty feet away, I heard Jareth’s deep voice from close behind, and my feet instantly rooted to the ground with such force that I reeled back from the shock of it, jarring my bones and teeth.
I fell backwards onto the compacted white sand so hard that the air was knocked out of my lungs. I lay there, struggling for breath as Jareth’s footsteps crunched my way. I couldn’t hear anything from Rafael, and I was afraid that meant he was dead. I didn’t think I could see that.
“You’ve proven to be quite dangerous, Sydney.” Jareth judged sarcastically, kneeling next to me. “Can you doubt now that you’re Blue-Threaded? If I hadn’t stopped you from touching the wall you would have brought disaster upon all of your kind. Does that mean nothing to you?”
I didn’t know what to say, so I just glared at him as I struggled to sit up. It was hard because my feet were glued to the ground.
Rising, he studied the Glass Wall spanning in all directions behind him. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”
“It’s a lie,” I grated, fisting my hands. “Why are you doing this? As Rafael’s counterpart, aren’t you supposed to be helping him?”
Turning back, Jareth subjected me to a deadly glare. “There is much more to that particular story, Sydney. Rafael isn’t to be trusted. From the very beginning, he denied that I was his counterpart and sought to read fate only for the glory and fame!”
I was thrilled to hear Rafael from behind me, accusing, “That’s a lie! It was you who refused to trust me from the start!”
Now that I knew he was alive, I glanced over my shoulder to see the assassins motionless upon the ground and Rafael staggering to his feet a short distance away. A gash on his forehead bled profusely, and he was clutching his side, but he was alive.
“You have been hiding something from the start, Jareth!” Rafael condemned in a scathing tone. “How could I trust you when even the mirror couldn’t hear you?”
Jareth’s lip lifted in a slight snarl, and he gave a humorless laugh. “You are most gravely mistaken if that is what you think! The mirror has always heard me quite well. You have been so caught up with Sydney that you’re no longer thinking clearly!”
“Meaning?” Rafael raised his voice.
Pausing for dramatic effect, Jareth finally drawled, “Didn’t the mirror summon us both when Sydney was in the claws of the Tulpa?”
Even though I didn’t know entirely what that meant, I knew part of it was true. I had only called Rafael. I hadn’t expected Jareth to appear as well when I hadn’t even read his phone number. Glancing at Rafael’s face, I saw that it had turned white, but I couldn’t tell if it was because of what Jareth had said or if it was because he was injured.
“And now you ask me to trust you?” Jareth gave a scornful laugh. “You want me to help destroy the wall when you are so blind?”
“You know I’m right.” Rafael began moving stiffly toward us. “You know that Tulpa should never have entered Earth!”
“There might be other explanations.” Jareth raised his trion and pointed it at me. “Not another step this way, Rafael. All I have to do is kill Sydney, and this entire fate line will cease to exist. Things will return to what they should have been from the start!”
“You’re a fool!” Rafael swore, pounding his fist against his thigh. “That Tulpa was cultivated from the suffering of many humans over a long period of time—”
“Why pin that on the Brotherhood?” Jareth interrupted with a flare of anger. “Humans are fully capable of torturing themselves! They have spent thousands of years doing it!”
Rafael’s gray eyes were alive with passion as he took another step forward. “Jareth, you know humanity can’t summon the Tulpa to their own dimension, nor can they create one capable of converting a human into pure emotion! That Tulpa was a hybrid creation of the Brotherhood! Do not let your hatred of me blind you!”
“Halt!” Jareth ordered. Turning his back on me, he moved to bodily block Rafael as they both began to shout at each other once again.
At that moment, Harmony appeared, dropping quickly by my side to press a small white stone in my hand. She murmured, “As long as you have this with you, Sydney, the Fae won’t be able to locate you on Earth—not while I live.” Pressing another one into my hand, she added, “This one is for Rafael. Don’t let him go until he holds it in his hands. Do you understand?”
I recognized the fairy rune of protection. I looked up into her face, astonished, and desperately seized upon the small thread of hope surging through me. She didn’t sound like she thought all was lost.
“And you can trust Zelphie!” Harmony hissed hurriedly. “She’ll help. Do you understand?”
I nodded as Jareth began to shout.
“Perhaps I should just end all of this now!” he roared, whipping around to point his trion at my head.
He drew back in surprise upon seeing Harmony beside me, and Rafael took advantage of his distraction to lunge his direction. They rolled heavily to the ground.
“Start running, Sydney!” Harmony yelled as she pointed her trion at my feet.
In the few feet I managed to lurch, I heard Harmony scream and Rafael shouting, but once again, Jareth’s voice rose above everything else to order me once again. “Not another step, Sydney, or I really won’t hesitate to kill you this time!”
I froze, expecting to be rooted once again, but when it didn’t happen, I turned slowly to see Harmony unmoving on the ground with Jareth and Rafael only a few feet behind me.
Rafael was breathing heavy, weaving unsteadily on his feet and in obvious pain.
“Then it comes down to how fast can you kill me,” Rafael whispered, locking gazes with Jareth.
And then everything happened at once.
As Jareth moved to point his trion in my direction, Rafael leapt, but this time directly at me. His arms enveloped me, propelling me forward, just as a beam of pure energy shot past my ear so close that I could feel the intense heat on my cheek and smell the acrid stench of burning hair.
Somehow, Harmony was shouting.
Jareth roared.
Then Rafael pushed me through the Glass Wall.
The Glass Wall breaking was beyond anything I could have ever imagined, and I knew that if I survived, the experience would remain burnt forever in my soul. The sound was incredible, a combination of shattering glass, a roaring train, and the rumble of a didgeridoo, but it was the vibrations that rumbled through us, wave upon wave of them, that made me believe that my bones and teeth were going to splinter into tiny pieces.
We fell in total darkness, and the sounds and vibrations grew stronger with each passing moment. The force pressing against us made it difficult to even breathe and all but impossible to open our eyes. I found myself crushed against Rafael’s chest. I couldn’t have parted from him if I wanted to. Desperately, I clutched Harmony’s stones in my fingers, convinced that without them, neither of us would survive.
The sounds and vibrations continued to build, and as waves of unbearable pain began to pulse through my body, I heard Rafael screaming. I found myself doing the same. I don’t know how long it lasted. I screamed for an eternity, gasping as I fought for each harsh draught of air.
Finally, when I believed with my entire soul that there was no way out for us, it all ended abruptly.
The silence was so deafening that I almost passed out.
I don’t know how long we stood there before I became aware of a familiar squeak.
I found that I could open my eyes and slowly lifted my lashes to see Jerry in his cage, sitting on his haunches, swaying with his wheel as it came to a stop. His little nose was twitching in my direction. Our sudden arrival had apparently interrupted his wheel-running marathon.
At first, I was too numb to react. I just stared at the mouse, but then I heard Rafael’s ragged breath and felt his chest heave against mine as he leaned heavily against me with his eyes closed.
He seemed injured. He must have sensed my concern, because he whispered, “I’ll be fine, Sydney. I’ve lived through much worse. Just give me a minute to catch my breath.”
Suddenly, the door to my room flew open and Al and Grace stood framed in the opening, staring at us with wide eyes and open mouths.
With a rush, I realized that I truly was home, but it was so shocking that I didn’t know whether to scream or cry. Instead, I found myself shaking, unable to speak even a single word.
“What the heck …” Grace trailed off as Al barked, “What happened here, kiddo?”
Broken glass covered my entire bedroom, littering the bed, the dresser, and the floor, where it pooled around our ankles like mounds of sand.
Rafael remained as he was, with his eyes closed.
“Young man?” Al addressed him in a commanding tone. “Might I ask what you think you’re doing with my Sydney?”
That was enough to jolt Rafael into action. His eyes flew open, and he released me at once, but not before I remembered to press Harmony’s protection rune in his hand.
He glanced down at the white stone in surprise, but closed his long fingers over it tightly as he managed a stiff bow in Al’s direction. “I was trying to protect her from the glass, sir,” he explained, wincing a little.
“You look terrible!” Grace eyed him in surprise. “What happened?”
Clear blood dotted his forehead and several cuts on his lip, but it looked more like sweat to the untrained eye. Hunched to one side, he pressed his arm tightly against his ribs. He seemed more uncomfortable than seriously hurt, so I covered for him by saying, “He got food poisoning. He’ll be better soon.”
Grace and Al nodded slowly. I wasn’t sure if they believed me.
“I’ll be fine,” Rafael said, sending us all a reassuring smile.
I bit my lip. I didn’t know anything about fairy first aid, but I didn’t think he needed a hospital. I hoped I was right.
“What exploded?” Al asked, eying my room suspiciously.
Opening my mouth, I searched for an explanation when I heard Rafael answer a bit sarcastically, “It was something Sydney got off the internet, sir, some kind of alien detection kit.” He fixed Al with a penetrating gaze.
Al blinked, taken aback, and I couldn’t help but grin a little as I said, “Well, Rafael really has to go home now. Zelphie is expecting him.” I figured she could help him, and Harmony had told me that I could trust her.
“I thought you weren’t coming back until tomorrow.” Grace frowned a little, craning her head to peer about my room. “I never saw you guys come home … how did you get in?”
“We climbed through the window.” I lied with an awkward flap of my hands. “You know, trying to set up this kit … it was a surprise.”
I never was very good at making things up on the spot. I obviously hadn’t improved. Grace just looked at me, clearly confused. I couldn’t really blame her. After all, she knew that Rafael was the one we had been spying on. It made no sense that I’d ask him to help me.
Al prodded some of the broken glass with the toe of his boot and grunted. “You shouldn’t really experiment with things bought from just any random website, kiddo. Ask my opinion next time.” He looked around my room, shaking my head. “If you had used my contacts, this never would have happened!”
I listened to him, just thrilled to hear the sound of his voice, and it suddenly struck me harder this time that I was really home.
“I’m a bit late for work,” Al was saying, pushing the door back so that it stayed open. “Grace can help you kids clean up. Betty will be back in a few hours, so that should give you plenty of time to clear this mess!”
I just stared at him fondly as he stood there, dressed in his fatigues with his suspicious bright eyes. Overwhelmed with sudden emotion, I ran and hugged him as hard as I could. Screwing my eyes shut to keep the tears from flowing, I whispered, “I really missed you. I’m glad to be home!”
Al hugged me back and patted me on the head, chuckling, “What is it, kiddo? You weren’t gone for a year!”
I just hugged him harder.
“We’ll need to see what is wrong with your cell phone before you head out next time.” Al kept patting my shoulder. “I had a hard time reaching you.”
Stepping back, I looked up at him, wondering how much he knew or suspected, but I knew that he couldn’t dream up anything more bizarre than what I’d just been through. “Right!” I nodded in agreement.
Suddenly, the doorbell rang.
“I’ll get that on my way out,” Al offered and with a crisp nod disappeared down the hall.
“So, did you let Rafael do your makeup, Sydney?” Grace asked, eyeing me with a peculiar stare as she leaned against the door. “And what was up with all those weird phone calls?”
I laughed, but my incredibly good mood was a little dampened by the fact that Rafael obviously didn’t feel good. Wanting to get rid of Grace—so that I could contact Zelphie—I borrowed his technique of switching subjects. “This glass is everywhere, Grace. I think we should use a shovel first. Do we have one?”
It worked. As Grace trudged to the hen house to find a shovel, Zelphie suddenly appeared in the doorway, dressed in a silver evening gown with a gold sequined handbag tucked under her arm. “Al told me that I could pop in,” she explained. Her brows furrowed as she spied Rafael. Rushing to his side, she murmured, “Harmony sent the strangest message telling me that I should rush over here.”
I didn’t ask what the strange message was. She was talking to Rafael, anyway, but I was sure it had to do with the Glass Wall. I watched in silence as she dumped the contents of her purse on my bed and selected what looked like several glow bracelets. Quickly, she clasped them around his wrists.
The effect was amazing. Within seconds, the blood stopped flowing and his color returned. By the time Grace slammed the back door, his cuts had closed, and he looked almost normal.
“Come back with me.” Zelphie held out her hands. “There is much about Harmony’s missive that I don’t understand.”
“I’ll be there shortly, mother.” Rafael rose easily to his feet. “There are a few things I must do first.”
As Grace tromped back into the room, lugging a shovel and several black plastic garbage bags, Zelphie bowed politely to the three of us. “I must return home,” she announced. Turning to her son, she added, “Please hurry.”
I watched her leave and then grabbed the shovel and trash bags from Grace. “It’s my mess,” I said. “You don’t have to clean it up.”
She was more than happy to hear that, but she didn’t seem prepared to go. Pointing at the side of my head, she asked, “What happened to your hair?”
Glancing in the mirror, I was surprise to find that Jareth’s trion had burned a huge chunk of it.
“It must have been this explosion,” Rafael replied in my stead.
Grace gave a long, low whistle. “Man, you guys are lucky that you didn’t get seriously hurt!”
“Yeah!” I agreed, shivering a little. I couldn’t allow myself to think about what had really happened, not just yet. “I’ll get a haircut later.”
“So what were you doing?” Grace folded her arms, propping a foot on the back of the door. “Why are you dressed so …”
“I went to Harmony’s masquerade party,” I replied, knowing that would be the only explanation she’d believe. Handing her the shovel, I asked, “Do you want to help me clean this up before Betty gets here?”
“Yeah, I’ll just leave you guys with that. Have fun!” She shrugged and ducked away, obviously not wanting to be roped into helping.
Looking back into the mirror, I eyed my burnt hair. “It’s a good thing that Jareth missed,” I muttered.
When Rafael didn’t reply, I glanced over to find him sifting handfuls of the glass sand gently through his fingers. Finally, he murmured, “Sydney, Jareth never misses.”
“Well, he did this time!” I snorted, pointing to my hair.
He just sat there, staring at the glass.
“What is it?” I asked after a few minutes.
Dusting his hands, his eyes lifted to lock on mine. “I can’t even begin to think about what I’ve just done,” he whispered.
I didn’t want to think about it, either. “It’s too late now,” I said.
My words hung in the air between us.
The Glass Wall was gone. Now we would really find out if it had been working or not. I just couldn’t think about the consequences if it had. Not today. Too much had happened, and we were both obviously still in shock.
After a few moments, Rafael murmured, “The mystery has only deepened. Jareth let us break the Glass Wall, or more accurately … he pushed us into doing it. I’d stake my life upon it.”
I couldn’t react to his words at first. They were too astounding. Finally, I managed a dubious snort. “He tried to kill us … several times!”
Walking to Jerry’s cage, Rafael opened the door and reached down, gently scratching the little mouse behind the ears. With his back still turned to me, he answered, “Jareth had at least seven opportunities to kill me. He took none of them. I only took out three of the assassins. He must have neutralized the last one. There was no one else there who could have done so.”
I held my breath in astonishment.
“And in the end, when it mattered most, he never rooted us,” Rafael continued with his voice barely above a whisper.
I had actually noticed that myself, but I’d thought there was some other kind of explanation for it—like maybe trions had to recharge between uses or something.
Rafael propped his elbow on the books scattered on the top of my dresser and buried his face in his hands. “No matter how I think of it, there is only one answer. He let us reach the Glass Wall, Sydney!”
“But … he just tried to kill us!” I repeated, though this time there was the tiniest bit of doubt growing in my mind. He had pointed the trion at my head several times and had wasted a lot of time just babbling like they do in the movies.
Rafael was apparently already convinced. “If he wanted you dead, you wouldn’t be standing here now. And he could have easily killed you with that last shot, yet he aimed to the side.”
I wasn’t entirely prepared to believe that one, recalling the heat of the energy beam on my cheek during that last moment. Yeah, Jareth had missed, but it hadn’t been by much. “He lied to the Queens,” I said darkly.
“True.” Rafael acknowledged with a graceful nod. “But by not mentioning the Tulpas, he placed me on the path where I had no other choice but to break the Glass Wall.”
Scowling, I muttered cynically, “If he wasn’t trying to stand in our way … why did he imprison us in the tower in the first place? We almost got stuck there.”
At that, Rafael’s lips twisted into a grim line. “There is much about our relationship that you’ll never understand. I would have done the same, or worse, to him.”
I snorted. Grabbing the shovel, I scooped up some of the shattered glass and shoved it into the trash bag.
“We can’t clean up the Glass Wall that way.” Rafael held up a hand, but as he did so, he accidentally knocked one of my school notebooks from the top of the dresser onto the floor.
I moved to pick it up, but he beat me to it. It had flopped open, and as he lifted it up, he paused.
I watched, puzzled at first, until I noticed that his gaze was riveted on the open page. Stepping forward, I recognized my science notebook. Embarrassed, I watched him read my investigative notes. I squirmed uncomfortably.
Slowly, he placed the notebook back on top of the dresser and asked quietly, “Are you certain that iron does not affect Jareth?”
Recalling the incident of when I had stuck Jareth with a fork, I nodded and quickly recounted the details.
He listened, with his brows knitted into a frown. He picked up the small hand mirror he’d given me, and flipped it over in his fingers, apparently lost in thought.
There was a stilted silence, and then I asked, “What is the significance?”
Without answering me, he took a deep breath, passed the mirror over my notebook, and handed it back to me. “Those words were better left unwritten, Sydney.”
Glancing down, I saw that the little random pictures I had scribbled on the margins were still there, but all of my notes had disappeared. I’d written them in ink. My lips parted in surprise. “Uh … how did you do that with just a mirror?”
“Just a mirror?” His mouth quirked a little at the corners as he lifted his hands and guided the mirror over my room in an arc.
The shards of the Glass Wall rose into the air, turning into specks of bright gold light before disappearing entirely.
I just stared, stupefied, as within a few seconds there wasn’t a trace of glass left in my room.
“I sent it all to Jareth.” Rafael tossed the mirror into the air and caught it deftly with two fingers.
“Was that … wise?” I asked, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. “He knows where we are.”
“Don’t worry, Sydney. Even if he desired to, he can’t harm you as long as you have Harmony’s protection rune.” Rafael assured me.
As if summoned by her name, Harmony herself blinked into my bedroom, and I jumped back, startled.
I was prepared to laugh, but I could tell from one look at her face that something was dreadfully wrong.
“Rafael! Sydney!” Her voice was hoarse as she held her hands out in our direction. Alarmed, I watched her fingers slowly open to reveal several of her protection runes, but all of them were cracked and broken.
Jamming my hand into my pocket, I pulled mine out as Rafael did the same.
They were both broken. Mine was already black.
“No!” Harmony wailed, her eyes wide with horror, and then looking at us both, she cried, “Start running!”
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