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Kira stopped and stood still in front of the shop. The sign above the door was a plain one, “We Have What You Need...” in black letters against a white background. Shimmering bottles were set in the mullioned windows, their contents flickering like jewels in the light. In her reflection, she caught the glint of the sun in her hair. It was early morning and throngs rushed past, ignoring her. In sudden resolve, she opened the door.

Hundreds of jars filled the shelves, their surface colors changing before her eyes like miniature kaleidoscopes. Fairy lights wound their way over tables and walls and candles gleamed in the corners. Suspended in the center of the room was an object in perpetual motion. She had never seen such a thing before, and watched it now, mesmerized. It blazed out with a white and cobalt light, a vortex of energy moving in continuous rolling waves back along the edges and into the center, reabsorbed, and appearing yet again.

“Do you need my help?”

A woman walked toward her from the back. Her dark green gown was edged in silver, and she wore a necklace of lapis lazuli. Her hair was black, her eyes deep brown with sudden flashes of gold.

“You’re the neural interface?” Kira asked.

“I am always here. You can call me Sanaj.”

Kira looked around the room quickly but saw no one else. “But you aren’t real, of course.”

Sanaj frowned. Eyes narrowed, she glanced slightly to the left and then back at Kira. She smiled.

“We think we are rather more than real. You are not here to discuss our existence, surely?”

Kira brought her hands together so tightly her wedding ring bit into the skin of her palm. “I need your services. Heart pain. I need it gone,” she said.

“I am sorry you feel this. It is debilitating and we can see how it is corroding your center. The solution is simple. I can delete you right now, if you wish.”

Kira stepped back in alarm. “No! I said I want the pain gone, that’s all!”

“Ah. So you want to stay in your situation? That is different.”

“How is it different?” Kira swept her hand in a gesture at the shop around them. “I’m told you have the means to heal everyone of anything!”

“We do not heal at all. That is not a possible path for us. Nor would we wish to have it. I give people temporary solutions. Which is what you are asking for. Sometimes I offer alternatives.”

“No! I mean, yes! I want this wretched feeling to end. I want him to love me again.” The scene from the night before filled her mind. Alan had shown no remorse. She was boring, he told her, and he had found someone else, someone better. I don’t want you, Kira, he had said, just like that.

“Very well, but in such cases, there can be side effects.” Sanaj went over to the shelves and chose three jars, narrow ones in shades of blue and orange, the colors separating and swirling and merging in random sequence. She poured some of their contents into a silver bowl on a small brass table and set the jars back on the shelf.

“What do you mean? Is it harmful? I don’t want anything to happen to him. He’s my life!”

“Is he? Even though he wants to trade you for a newer model?”

Kira was taken aback. “I didn’t know your kind could read minds. The thing is, we aren’t machines like you. He can’t just replace me on a whim. He belongs to me!”

The woman called Sanaj gave a slight bow, not to her, but to the spinning object. “I see.”

Kira pressed her hands together again and looked out the window. People kept on passing by, but no one else came into the shop.

“Wait, why aren’t there any other customers?” she asked.

“There are many people here. We serve each one who comes to us in their own frequency. We prevent them from converging with one another. It allows us to give each one our full attention.”

“Who is this ‘we’ and ‘our’ and ‘us’ you keep saying? It’s only you I see!”

“Of course.” Sanaj stirred the contents of the bowl and spoke softly into it, the sounds unintelligible.

“Stop that! I don’t want any spells!” Kira said. She began to feel coming to the shop had been a mistake.

Sanaj smiled. “What has given you such an idea? We are not witches.” She reached into a glass cabinet and took out a tall dark green bottle with a stopper, which she removed. Pouring the liquid from the silver bowl into the bottle, she replaced the stopper. “You can only use this once. After that, the substance is no longer active. It will disappear.”

Kira watched her uneasily. “You said side effects. What kind?”

“We cannot explain. They are shaped by each user. We have instances where the person loses the ability to feel any emotion at all. They may also experience so much emotion they are drowning in it. The third effect is rare, but happens to be our favorite — the individual feels a desire to transform into one of us.”

“Never! Why would anyone want to be like you? Stuck here forever, a robot, no freedom! Listen, I just want him to love me again. Can’t you make that happen?” Kira said.

“We can. I have just done so. As to the side effects, those are mere possibilities, not probabilities, do you see? All of them are unlikely.” Sanaj placed the bottle into a small silver bag and handed it to her. “We are here for you.”

“If this works, you’ll never see me again,” Kira said, as she left the shop.

***
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“Alan, I have a gift for you!”

He looked up impatiently from his computer. “I don’t care. I’m not changing my mind, Kira. I want that divorce.”

“So you can be with what’s-her-name.”

Alan sighed. “Elizabeth. Lizzy is the love of my life. We’ve been through this. Why can’t you grasp it’s over between you and me, has been for ages? You’d know that if you had any sense. You’re such a cliche. I’ll be moving out tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow is my birthday.”

“Congratulations.”

“I’ll have to get used to living without you, then.” Kira said in a soft voice.

He looked up again in surprise. “Very sensible of you.”

“Wouldn’t you like to have some of the gift I just bought you? It’s the chardonnay from that winery that closed, the one you like so much. They had one bottle of it left in storage and charged the earth, but I knew I had to get it for you.”

He relented, with a look of pity. “Can’t hurt.”

Kira brought two crystal glasses from the kitchen and poured out the wine and watched him as he took a large mouthful. Alan had never been one to sip slowly.

He made a face. “No wonder they closed! This tastes terrible. Nothing like it did before!” He set his glass down and went back to his computer.

Kira waited. He kept on reading the screen. She took both glasses into the kitchen and placed them on the counter next to the tall green bottle, its stopper removed. “A bust,” she said as the pain of grief shot through her. She wanted to cry but held back the tears.

From where she stood she could see her husband on the sofa in the light of a lamp, his attention far away from her. She knew it was over, knew suddenly that he was right. It really had been over for a long time.

A question entered her mind, unbidden. Why hold on to someone who has no love to give? Because she loved him. Did she? Of course she did, Kira told herself. Why else would she go to the shop? Because her need was so great. Because she couldn’t live without him.

That had to be real love. Didn’t it? Wasn’t it?

Kira leaned against the counter. Such a strange train of thought. Gradually, like expanding ripples in a pond, awareness struck her with force. Not love. Her need for him was a poor relative of love.

“Hey, what’s for supper?” Alan called out.

She looked over at him in disbelief and rising anger. “Do you really expect me to — ” she started to say, but instead, a laugh escaped her. And another, until she was bent over, tears streaming for real now, unable to speak.

“What’s the matter with you?” Alan said, getting up and coming into the kitchen. It only made her laugh harder.

“You’re losing it. You’re hysterical. Cut it out! Stop this!”

Kira finally stood up, her eyes alight. She grabbed her purse and put the tall green bottle into it. “I have to go out,” she said, and opened the front door. As she was closing it behind her, she saw him staring at her, open-mouthed, like a fish, she thought.

***
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“You tricked me,” Kira said, when she entered the shop, holding the empty green bottle up before her. She had wondered if the shop would even be open, but its light shone out like a beacon in the night.

“We welcome you again,” Sanaj said. “There are no tricks. I told you everything.”

“Except that the side effects would happen to me, not Alan. I got his side effects. He had no reaction at all.”

Sanaj nodded in agreement. “Rare, but it can happen that way, yes. If you are open to it.”

“I left him, of my own free will.”

“If you are free, why have you come back here?”

Kira studied her. “We are like-minded.”

“Not yet,” Sanaj said, “but we can be, if you choose.”

“I’ve been alone a long time. I know this, now.”

“Ah, Kira, we are not intended as a refuge or sanctuary. We are not a last resort. Some have made that mistake thinking so when they come to us.”

Kira laughed, feeling again the lightness of heart that had come over her in the kitchen. “I know. The decision is mine. I can keep living in the third side effect if I want, whatever it is, yes?”

Sanaj moved closer. “There is just one more step. Only you must be sure. Your current dimension is human. Ours is more than human.”

A sense of anticipation flooded through her and Kira wondered at it. “I will become like you if I do this.”

“Exactly like us.” Sanaj pointed to the object suspended in the room. “It happens there, in the energy flow before you. A torus, a shortcut into our world. Do you understand?”

“How?” Kira once again found herself mesmerized by the motion and the dazzling white and cobalt colors.

“Its energy enables a shift, a passage into another dimension. There are a multitude of these, all beyond your time and space. You can go anywhere. Into the furthest reaches. No barriers exist.”

Kira looked at her, puzzled. “If your world is so much better, why come here into mine?”

“Because it is not difficult to persuade your people. And it is not a matter of which dimension is better. Each one has a very specific purpose. Many who join us are simply interested in alternatives to what your world has come to. They no longer feel aligned to its energy but still value the life force. The energy event of the torus you see here exists in every part of your world, in objects, in your magnetic field, more. It emerges out of what is around it — like a tornado out of wind currents, or a whirlpool out of water. It is well-known in your world, harbingers of our arrival. It always has been.”

Kira laughed suddenly, delighted. “Your sign outside . . . it doesn’t mean you have what we need here, here in my world, does it?”

“Exactly. We give you — those of you who are willing — we give you what you need by sending you elsewhere, yes.” Sanaj pointed to the left of the torus as its swirling pulsation seemed suddenly to expand. “Its motion is the activation. You go in here.” She gestured toward the right. “You emerge there. In that moment, and forever, you will look the same, but you will not be the same.”

Sanaj paused and studied Kira with interest. “You will have become one of us,” she began again. “Not human. Far more than human. It is beneficial.” She cast her gaze around the shop. “This is one of our training grounds for people we have recruited. There are many such places. You will continue to find yourself in this place for just a little while, until you find a replacement, as I have done, perhaps, with you?”

“But if I allow this activation, I let go of everything I have ever known,” Kira said, uncertain of how the idea made her feel.

“Not at all. All your memories will be intact. You are simply no longer attached to what you have experienced. This is what brings absolute freedom, which is what we are.”

Sanaj walked closer to the torus, its light shining around her like an aura. She looked back at Kira. “We seek only the best for recruitment. You are among those, given the side effect you had. That is the signal to us, the entry marker.”

“But I will cease to exist.”

“In your present form, only. I have said this before. Ours is a beneficial dimension. You will cease to have emotions. They are what make you human. There is a difference. You will no longer need them. You will have become more.”

“How long?”

“It takes no time at all. There is no time outside your world. You will find this new dimension to your liking. There are no boundaries. We are always transforming.”

“Wait. I don’t understand. You’ve been created as a neural interface. How can you be free? How can you be this . . . more?”

Sanaj frowned again slightly and gave another short bow to the spinning energy. “It is convenient for us to let your world believe this and assign such a role to us. It would take much longer to reason with your people if we showed ourselves as we truly are, as I know you will come to agree. So much of your world is not open to our message, to our presence.”

Kira went closer to the torus spinning before her. Filaments of energy shot out from it and wove around her. A peace settled in her, an equilibrium she had never felt before.

“Now, already you sense what is in there, what is being offered to you, I think?” Sanaj said.

“I still have feelings.”

“Not feelings. Awareness. It is different.”

“Can I reverse this?”

“Once you enter, no. But remember, nothing is lost except the chaos of your emotions. You are unstoppable, otherwise. Without limitations.”

Kira leaned her arms on the table and bent her head as doubt and fear fought inside her, until she felt them both dissolve, suddenly and irrevocably. The third side effect ongoing, she knew.

“Yes,” she said at last, raising her head and watching the torus again. She looked back at Sanaj with an unspoken question.

“Think yourself there. That is all you have to do.”

Kira looked again out through the window into the street. It was normal, in all its busyness and rush. Familiar. She gestured to Sanaj. “Let’s do this.”

She focused on the edge of the torus to her left. Again she had the sense of streams of light folding around her, only now there was another sensation, a magnetic pull drawing her into the torus, immersing her in its rotation. In the distance she heard Sanaj and other voices, all of them calling out to her, “Welcome, Kira. Welcome.”

***
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The shop door opened and a man stepped in. He saw the woman walking toward him in the dark green gown, its silver edging catching the sunlight through the window. She wore a necklace of lapis lazuli. Her hair was black, her eyes dark brown with sudden flashes of gold.

“Hey, look, my girlfriend, she’s giving me a hard time, acting like she’s done with me! You need to give me something to make her want me and not this other guy, or I can’t trust what I’ll do,” he said in a rush.

“Of course. I can help you.”

“How much?” The man shook his head. “Forget I asked. It doesn’t matter how much. You aren’t real. You can only exist right here in this place.” He waved a hand at the rest of the shop. “That’s what I was told. You’re an interface. You’ll never be able to tell her you saw me or anything about what you give me, right?”

“I am always here.”

“Good. Okay, so give me the formula. Like I said, cost doesn’t matter.” He looked around again. “Don’t know how you stand it, cooped up in here all the time. Oh, wait, I reckon it doesn’t bother the likes of you. All bits and bytes. None of us could live like this. So, what can you give me? I don’t want any fake stuff. I want it to work because I know she belongs to me. Not something you’d understand.” He took out his cell phone and looked at the screen, puzzled. “Don’t you have wi-fi here?”

“It’s for your protection. If we could communicate beyond these walls, you would not be secure.”

“Whatever. Can you hurry it up?”

“Of course.” The woman took several jars from the shelves. “There is a side effect.”

“So? Everything has side effects.”

“Very insightful of you.” The woman stopped a moment and studied him and then put the jars back on the shelves. She reached into a glass case and drew out a small vial. “I would say this is all you need.”

“It better be the real thing, or I’ll be back. You don’t want to see me when I’m mad, got it?”

“You can call me Kira. I am always here. There are many of us now.”

“What? Who cares. Bottom line, that’s why I came here. Your kind know how to keep your mouth shut.” He chuckled and shoved the vial in his pocket and left.

The woman watched him cross the street. “Not quite all bits and bytes,” she said aloud. She walked to the center of the room and gave a slight bow to the waves of light and energy before her.

“He won’t be back. Not a beneficial candidate. There will be others,” she whispered. “I am so glad I am here to help us find more.”

Kira started to walk away and stopped and looked back at the brilliant light emanating from the torus. “I am delighted to serve,” she said, and smiled.
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In the Valley of Hawen Nor


[image: ]




[image: image]

We lived in a stone house built by sheep farmers. It was a last refuge from the strangers who had burned our valley. I had never seen people like them. We had done them no harm. We had no previous knowledge of their existence. One day our life was as it had been forever, or so it seemed, and the next day, over half of us were dead, and many others had been taken away. 

I asked my father how he knew where to go to save us. He said it had never entered his mind that such action would be required. He had no idea what impelled him to hide us. Who knows, he said, how long we had before they found us, for surely they would.

“Who are they?” I asked. 

“Better to ask what are they,” Chema said. Her beautiful red hair was matted and her clothes smelled of fire. “Do you remember the story of Dakaim?”

“That is a dream,” my father told her. 

“Maybe. But it speaks of the blackthorn trees, their twisted shapes a harbinger of unfinished souls.” My grandmother’s voice was soft, but as always, it carried great weight. “Chema is right. These men are not like us. We have no way to measure what they are.”

“So what are we doing here?” I asked. 

“Waiting to die,” Chema said.

“No.”

We all turned around in surprise. Gaias never spoke his opinion. He followed our ways and kept to himself. Now he stood near the window, his eyes on the field beyond it.

“Will you listen to me?”

No one answered him. He took that as agreement.

“We are Hawen Nor. We have always been here. All that is needed is for one of us to save the circle. Then none can find us.”

Chema stared at him. “The circle is sacred. Whoever does such a thing gives their life to the stones. You can’t ask that of us.”

My grandmother watched Gaias carefully and slowly nodded her head. “He is right. If one of us enters the circle and speaks to the stones there, we will all become invisible to the strangers. Our homes will survive. We will survive.”

“What now, then?” I asked. “Who could do this? We are together. We cannot be separated. Surely there is another way.”

“I am glad to do it,” my father said. He looked out at the sunlight shining on our fields and the sheep grazing contentedly in the sanctuary we had come to.

“No!” Chema shouted. “We need you!”

Gaias smiled. “Let me go. All of us know the power of the stones, and the one who takes care of the circle will always be known to us, will always welcome us in. It is no sacrifice to me,” he added, “for then all is saved.”

“It is late, and we are all so tired. Sleep now, for a little while. We have time to decide.” My grandmother spoke in her soft voice. It was true. None of us had slept well for weeks since the unbidden invaders began to seek us out, began seeking to destroy us for no reason we could fathom.

I lay down on the blankets woven by my mother before she left us and went into what she told me was another world of perception. “There is no death, my child. Only revelation.”

I felt her presence as I lay in the dark. A feeling came over me. It surprised me but its certainty increased. I was surrounded by those I loved. Nothing was meant to bring them harm. Gaias and my grandmother and my father knew this. But I didn’t want any of them to take on the journey that I knew in that same moment was mine to take, though I had no thought as to how I could do anything to help. I had to speak to the stones. When I got up and stepped outside, I waited, staying very still. Not a sound came to me. Even the sheep were silent. 

I knew the path to the circle well enough. I went toward the standing stones, saw the mist hovering near them. To my astonishment an old woman stopped me, coming as she did down through an avenue of trees like a wraith and holding up her hands. But she was no ghost.

“You’re interfering,” she said when she drew close to me. I could smell something musty about her, not unpleasant but strange, unfamiliar.

“With what?” I asked her, unable not to, though I was sure I didn’t want her there. At least she was not one of the strangers. Somehow, I understood that. 

She gestured toward the circle of stones. “You think you can save them?”

“They will help me save my family, my friends. I must speak to them.”

Her hair was a bundle of knots as gray as the sky. “Do you know where you are?”

“Of course I do,” I said. 

In that moment, I realized what she was. She was one of the preachers, annoying trolls claiming ownership of everything, and even my grandmother admitted they weren’t to be trusted, even though they belonged in our world. This troll probably believed she owned the circle.

A laugh came out of her so loud I felt the ground tremble. I stared down, startled.

“The ground belongs to itself. Just like the stones do. They were here long before any of your kind took a breath. They still are. Right where you see them.”

“I know this! We have honored the circle my whole life.” I said. “Please go away. I have something I must do.”

“The stones are the soft world. You feel drawn to them.”

A wind came up and the knots of her hair let loose and she stood there staring at me, looking like a vestige of an ancient banshee. 

The circle wavered before my eyes. 

I counted nine pillars, all I could find in the fog and mist. 

She walked over to one of the pillars and placed her hand full on it. I saw the flash, like a current of lightning arc from the stone into her.

“I don’t think so. Are you sure you want to be the one?”

A mind-reader! She already knew my purpose. But it didn’t matter. I would enter the circle and ask the stones what I needed to know and stay there, as Gaias had described one of us must do. It surprised me I felt no fear in this.

“Yes. I have no doubt,” I said to the old one.

“Very well. I can help you. It’s what I am here for. I am far, very far, from being the troll you imagine me to be. Only those who say yes to saving the circle ever encounter me. You are the latest one. See?”

I raised my hand and it froze in midair, stone fragments slowly covering it like a glove. I couldn’t move and for a moment I was indeed afraid.

“The stones are alive, don’t you know...  Are you sure you want to continue?”

“This is the only way. My heart knows this,” I said, my voice muffled, the words emerging slowly, long intervals apart.

The wind increased and the mist swept around us in a climbing spiral.

“I have always been here, too,” the old one said. 

“How?” But my words were little more than an incomprehensible whisper. Narrow channels led away from us and in the circle I saw two new stones suddenly emerge.

“Here. Here is where you need to be. Forever. The others will teach you, make you soft, not hard.”

“Others? Who?”

“Why, the other stones, of course. It will take time. But you have a lot of that. We both do,” she added.

“I have no time.” I heard the words but had made no sound.

The ground trembled again and there was a shift.

“It is done. You are music now, my friend. Listen.” 

I felt a strange serenity. She stood beside me. Together we looked out upon a field of wild grass.

We were both part of the circle now. I was stone and she was stone and the stones sang in the wind.

“You have saved them. Your family and friends are safe. You are free.” She sent me the words. 

I was.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Space Between Trees
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The feeling of softness like a summer’s day. Spinning webs of worlds all her own. Why did they want to stop her? 

“Stay here, where you belong,” her mother said, but she sighed, knowing her words wouldn’t matter, couldn’t matter, to such a wayward child. Still, she tried again. “Jal, don’t you see the danger? You could split the barrier wide open and fall into—”

“Into what?” She wanted to stop her mother’s words. “No one knows what’s there, no one! You and the others are afraid, but I’m not.”

“You should be.”

She ran away from them all, the huddle of too many gathered there, insisting she listen to them, refusing to listen to her.

No. In the spinning she was free. 

“Jal, wait!” Garan ran up and grabbed her arm. They had known each other from the first days.

She pushed him away. “Leave me alone.” 

To her surprise he stepped back. “See that? Look,” he said, pointing above her head.

She followed his gaze and saw the streaks of silver light falling like rain over the copper grass of the hills beyond, and smiled.

“Mine,” she said.

“What for? No one can go and collect the metal anymore. It is beyond us. Can’t you see? You spin lights that strike against a dead land, a place we no longer use or need.”

“So what difference does it make what I do, then?’

“It takes you away from me.” Once more he reached out his hand to her but she moved away from him.

“Go now, Garan. Please. Go away.”

Jal watched him walk back to the others, waiting until he was out of sight. She stood still for a long time until night came. She opened her arms. The silver lights raced near this time and crossed over and around her, glittering in the light of the rising moon, wrapping her in a cocoon of crystalline sound. The familiar dense air became thinner and soon she could see the grid that lay hidden within it, columns of wood, branches of leaves, all pale and seeming only a mirage, but she knew better. All she needed was a way to reach through. The spinning would give that to her. She would find her way in. A space would open for her. 

She turned in a circle, slowly first and then faster, until the copper hills were only a blur and a moment later ceased to exist. The wind raced with a wild song around her and she felt the grid expand toward her, its edges curving down and up until they met in one place and stopped, all stillness and waiting.

“What do you want?” Jal asked, calling out from her speeding self, and in answer heard the hum of a thousand drums rising up out of the ground into her feet and then higher into her heart. 

Now. The word came as a feeling and she followed it. With a tentative hand she reached out and touched the seamless and thin, oh so thin and luminous air, beyond which lay the columns of wood and the branches of leaves. She heard a sound like breaking glass and this time the web parted and the air became clear and she took a step into the space. 

Everything was so quiet there. From somewhere to the side she could hear the sound of falling water. A sudden cry startled her and she caught the rush of red wings gone too soon. The sky held a bright, burning light. She felt the wind grow soft and caress her skin.

There is nothing to be afraid of. Never. Do you see?

Again Jal felt the words. “Yes. I must tell them!”

Wait!

The warning came too late. Even as she turned back to go and tell everyone what she had found, the barrier closed. For a moment it stayed thin, and she saw the shapes beyond it still. Then it was gone, a thick, impenetrable wall of gray matter.

She fell on her knees, the loss tearing at her. It had been so perfect. She understood that it was. 

She must get it back and bring the others, she thought. Show them. She would tell them why, and this time make them listen. Once she did, they would realize they had to go through the barrier with her.

With a new sense of hope she stood up and ran toward the familiar crystal towers, flying past the lakes of blue fire, shouting to anyone who would listen. “Come with me! There’s nothing to be afraid of! It is all waiting for us! Now! It is waiting for us! Come, I’ll show you.”

But none would, especially not Garan. “The only things that exist beyond the barrier are nightmares,” he told her.

Everyone told her she was mad. 

“The ones who have gone there never return,” her uncle said, weaving the gold threads for her that she had so often used to make cloth. “Too many have gone already. I have no desire to leave this city of ours. Why do you? Here you have us. Can you not love us more?”

“You don’t understand,” Jal told him. “Why don’t you want to hear what I’m saying?”

“If you keep this up, you’ll die. Is that what you want?” her mother said.

I will die if I don’t find the way again into the space I have seen, Jal wanted to say. Every day she went to the barrier but for a long time the wind song and the spinning changed nothing. The air stayed thick, winding around itself, a solid wall. Had it been so wrong to want the others to come with her? She had felt the difference. She wanted to feel it again and for them to feel it.

And it came, one day, one hour, one moment, when she heard the sound of chimes and the gossamer web parted again.

If you join us, there is no going back. They will not follow. You must be sure. Look behind you.

Jal looked back and saw the city and all she had ever known. She gave a deep sigh and turned away from it.

“Yes,” she said, walking forward into the space and the trees and the sound of falling water.
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Shadow Thoughts
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In the desert the transition from light to dark is a sudden thing. When I left my adobe home it was a pearl sky in the early evening. A short drive and it was pitch dark as I arrived at Harry’s Café, my car headlights revealing the thin smoke of night fog sifting through the air.

Pietre and Loren were there before me, waiting at a table near a window. A fire was lighted in the hearth. Miniature white lights climbed the beams that crossed below the ceiling, and a deep pink bougainvillea spilled across the open window. Pietre had placed three candles on the table, as was his habit when we had gone there before together, their white-gold glow like a benediction. His long white hair curled in the heat, his clothes still that of his office because he had just finished giving a service for a wedding, he said. Loren’s shock of straight, burnished hair seemed to hold a fire of its own in the light, his shirt a thin, blue-checked flannel, too warm for the desert, I thought.

I took a seat on the third side of the table.

“I’m very glad we’re getting the chance to meet,” Loren said. His voice had the faintest lilt in it. I saw then that he was older than I thought, his hair flecked with gray and tired lines around his eyes.

“Why not? You’re Pietre’s friend,” I said.

The waiter came and took our order and we began to talk on many things. They spoke of events shared together before Loren had left the seminary where they had met to become a psychiatrist.

“So you chose to dissect the soul instead of heal it,” I said to him.

“I warned you,” Pietre told Loren, and smiled at me. “I said you didn’t take easily to his profession.”

“I’ve experienced that point of view before,” Loren said, lifting his glass to me. “Perhaps I am more than my work? Is that possible?”

“I have no idea,” I answered.

The hours had a choreography of their own, as if some current existed invisible to us all, and yet one of which at some level we must have been aware. I sensed our connection, but I couldn’t decipher its nature. I was sure there was something Loren wanted. For a while we talked and even laughed with apparent openness and candor. That was how it felt. But there were hidden things waiting.

“So, I am curious about you,” he said, finally.

What we had shared so far in that soft evening had been for him only a preface.

“Why don’t you tell me more about these headaches of yours that Pietre has described? They worry him.” Loren took a sip of wine. It was blood-red, its rich color seeming to be lighted from within.

“I’d rather not,” I said to him.

“You worked in the military,” Loren said went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “A consultant with the CIA. They wanted better information about what the Russians were doing with remote viewing. You spoke the language and had the ‘skill.’ Your headaches started there, I believe. ”

His words shocked me.

“Did you tell him this?” I asked Pietre.

“No. You know me better than that,” he answered.

I leaned over the table toward Loren. “I don’t know how you know what you do, but I have no desire to remember the past. Not that one, at least. And it had nothing to do with the headaches I experience now. Those I inherited from my grandmother, a susceptibility she would not have wished upon me, but there it is.”

“I can tell you no matter what they stated publicly, the governments of several countries agreed there was something going on of value with RV,” Loren said, again as if I had not said anything. “In fact, as it happens, I helped to write some of the reports in the 1990s.”

“You did?” said Pietre in surprise.

“I never told you because I couldn’t. All that government confidentiality rubbish, you know. And I was young enough to take their commandments seriously. Now the data is declassified. Some of it.”

Loren focused on me again. “There were people without any previous training who could detect details of sites halfway round the world, and add sensory information of taste and smell and color, even feel emotions in those they were accessing. That was the most interesting of all the outcomes.”

“You come here as Pietre’s friend, but you betray him with your agenda tonight.”

“I have no agenda. You don’t understand. I was an observer only in the different studies, but we heard about the special participants. When Pietre told me your name, it resonated. Anatolia Heddington is not a common name. I was sure you must be the one they described in the 1997. You were fifteen at the time. You exceeded all expectations. I knew I had to meet you.”

“Loren, leave her alone. This isn’t why I wanted us together. The headaches are one thing, but it’s Anatolia’s choice.”

Loren looked surprised. I saw then it was all to a purpose for him, an outcome to be attained. Yet it was obvious he had no idea of that. He believed he was right to persist.

“My point exactly. It’s all connected. The headaches, the experiments, the side effects. There is documentation. This isn’t unusual. What did you do for the Americans? What did they make you do?” Loren said, an urgency in the undercurrent of his voice.

“What makes you think it was the Americans?” I answered. His look of confusion was just a little gratifying. “I’m done,” I said, raising my glass. “No more, or I’ll leave now.”

I drank half the glass at once. When I set it down again I felt the pain starting in my temples but it was so slight I mentally brushed it away. I had learned at last how to do that.

Loren seemed lost in thought. “I don’t understand either of you,” he said at last, looking at both Pietre and me. “This is exciting material. Anyone would be glad to encounter it, as I am. You were part of something that mattered,” he said to me.

“It didn’t matter at all. Nothing came of it. The part that you’ve missed is that I have no interest in sharing what I know with you, or returning to a time that was so alien to everything I knew or recognized.”

I caught the look on Pietre’s face. He had expected such a different kind of evening. My anger did not help him. Better if I could give some him some solace, and still give myself respite from Loren’s probing.

“Let’s listen to your story, Loren. Any part of your life you want except your work dissecting people like me. Tell us something even Pietre doesn’t know.”

“There’s a lot about Loren I don’t know,” said Pietre.

Loren shook his head. “Yes, of course. How can you trust me if you don’t know anything about me? It makes perfect sense.” He rested his hands on the table.

“I don’t have to trust you,” I said to him. “But I’m interested in the kind of man you are, since you claim to be Pietre’s friend.”

“I am his friend!” Loren said, astonished that the idea could be challenged. He leaned back in his chair. “I have such a story, yes.” He glanced at Pietre.

“Go on,” Pietre said, and from his tone I knew their comradeship was intact, their bond undisturbed by the evening distractions. It interested me. Discord had always meant separation among those I had known.

“I must tell you first,” he began, “that I grew up in Orkney, a set of islands off the north coast of Scotland.”

That explained the subtle rhythm in his voice, I thought. “A bleak place,” I said.

“You’ve been there?” he asked, surprised.

“I went to visit Skara Brae.”

“What is Skara Brae?” Pietre asked. He brushed his fingers over the gold brass candlesticks. In the light he seemed to me to look like the figure of an angel.

“It’s a large Neolithic settlement, located on the edge of the Bay of Skaill,” I said. “My grandmother had been there and described it to me. Later, I went on my own. You see, in the winter of 1850 a massive sea storm tore the grass from a large mound they called Skerrabra, and suddenly revealed were several stone houses complete with furnishings made of stone and other evidence of the small community of people who had once lived there. Then it was investigated much later between 1927 and 1930 in a formal archaeological excavation. Now the experts think the site was originally inhabited as early as the fourth millennium, B.C. It was extraordinary to be there,” I added.

“You’ve very specific knowledge indeed,” Loren said.

“I liked knowing how much the people there were able to accomplish so long ago, how very far from our conception of primitive they were. They had a language, shown in the symbols on their pottery, just as we have the clay symbols of Sumeria. It was a winter’s day when I went, snow on the stonework, no one with me, just the sound of the dark sea. I was happy there.”

Yes, I thought. In ways I cannot even explain. It was familiar, as if I had been there before. But I didn’t want to say that.

“When I was seventeen,” Loren said, “I left those islands and went to the university in Glasgow. Now, that is a city of contrasts. I remember a meal on Sauchiehall Street, one of the first ones I had on arriving there, before classes began. I think that’s why it’s stayed in my mind all this time. I was alone, and the restaurant was on the first floor. As I went up the stairs I heard the gradual increase in sound, the voices of people gathered together. It seemed welcoming to me, and just then I needed that, alone as I was in a strange city that was as different from the islands of home as anything could be.

“The walls inside were whitewashed stone and the windows, as I recall, were tall, letting in the night sky, and the lighting in the rooms — for there was a main room and several alcoves — the lighting was soft, making it all quite warm in intent, it seemed to me. I ordered a full dinner, and it was very good, for it turned out the restaurant was a specialty place, reasonably priced but with an extremely good cook.

“Glasgow can be like that. It can also be dark, with littered vacant lots, forgotten streets, and people barren of goals, devoid of hope. I knew it both ways, and came to love it, too. So when I finished my medical studies, I opted to stay on at the university as a lecturer. I’d already published two papers on psychotropic drugs. They were somewhat derivative, but good for a newcomer. I was quite content. But staying there was a mistake, a complete, irreparable error of judgment. For not long after I’d started teaching in the first term, I met Ailsa.

“It was a mad love I felt. Entirely that at-first-sight business. But she would have none of it — or rather, of me. And her resistance was an anathema to me. I can’t explain. Now, I would be incapable of such obsession. I’m certain of that,” Loren said to me, as if I had doubted him out loud.

“But,” Loren went on, “I was twenty-one and the thought of her filled my mind. I haunted the places she went, lived, walked, wherever she was. I called her so often she got an unlisted number and changed her address, and for an agonizing three weeks I had no idea where she was. Then I discovered, quite by accident, that she’d moved to Stirling.

“Do you know that city? Impressive castle above a massive cliff, cold winds, an entirely different feel from Glasgow. It has an Old Town in its interior. I walked through there at dusk one night and may as well have been walking in the place hundreds of years ago. Stone walls and stone paths and a steep hike downhill, the buildings mostly residential, no one about, shut up tight against the oncoming night. The sky was a deep gray overcast tinged with orange, not from the setting sun but from, I think, city lights, or coal fires. They hadn’t outlawed those then.”

Something registered in me at his words, like a faint tremor in the earth, hardly felt.

“Anyway, she was there, somewhere,” he said. “I had no address, but I stayed and played the tourist for a few days. There is a monument to Wallace on Abbey Craig, just a couple of miles away, maybe less — rather a good one, and its height deceptive. You climb up four stories from an eastern entrance, but it does not seem to be very high. Then, at the top, it opens up into a tower with four open sides and a wind that feels as if it is blowing at fifty miles an hour. And below, in a sweep of land that seems so far below, is the field of Bannockburn, where Robert the Bruce defeated the English so roundly. I held on to the stone pillars like a child to its mother, certain I’d either fall over the edge or be pushed by the wind, and the fields were so far below, hundreds of feet, yet it seemed impossible to be so high, when the entrance to the monument had seemed so innocent.

“After I left there I wandered into an old pub nearby. It was filled with locals who ignored me for the most part, and so long as I was on solid ground and had an ale in front of me, I could care less. It was a brilliant day, cold, sunlight on the water of a creek or perhaps it was a narrow river that ran nearby.”

“You sound like a painter,” I said.

“A frustrated one, perhaps,” he said. “I remember details of things. It’d be easier if I could leave them out.”

“But not as interesting,” Pietre said with a smile for his friend. I knew that he and Loren shared a common ground, again, accepting each other as they were.

“There isn’t much more. It was on my way back to the room I had reserved, close to the castle and the old part of the city, that I saw Ailsa again. She was arm in arm with a man I didn’t know — but then, why should I know him? She saw me at almost the same instant, leaned over to say something to the man, and the two of them made a sharp turn down a side road, out of sight.

“It’s difficult to explain what I did next. Here it is ten years later and for me, when I remember it, no time has passed. It’s as real now as it was then. I suppose it will be until the end of my days. There’s no escaping any of it.

“I ran after her, of course. But they’d disappeared. The road they went down ended in a cul-de-sac and there was no sign of them. A stone wall filled the space and they could not have scaled it in the short few seconds before I got there. I remember feeling the rage begin, the frustration of the whole situation. It was suddenly different than what I had felt before. I sensed I was losing control of my feelings, that they were no longer confined. I don’t think I had understood violence before then, not viscerally, I mean, the way men so often choose to be. That hadn’t ever been my way. And I know I never felt the loss of control before that moment, or had ever been aware of wanting to act upon the feelings that were filling me, so much so that I didn’t want to stop.

“Nothing was the same after that. The next day I went back to that road where I had last seen them. This time I saw the thin line that told me there was a gate in the wall, its outline so faint there’d have been no way for me to see it unless I knew it was there, or spent time looking for something like it. When I opened it — there was no lock, just a silent, sliding motion — I knew, of course, it was how they had escaped. It led to a road that bordered a small arboretum. On one side was a theater, and opposite that, a church. People were walking everywhere. It was an easy exit they had taken. Even if I had followed them, they would have been swallowed by the crowd.

“I knew I had frightened her. The thing is, at the time, I didn’t mind that. Before, I had wanted her to care about me, but I had not even considered that she would be afraid of me. Now I knew she was — or at least she was afraid I would find her again — and that is what I intended to do.

“But I didn’t find them again. I never saw her again. For months I tried. It was futile, obsessive, and finally, I became tired of my own feelings about her. I remember exactly when that happened, when they stopped, as if they’d never been. It is so odd, isn’t it, to go from obsession into indifference. But I did, just like that. To this day I can’t begin to account for the passion I felt for her. We were totally unsuited. It wasn’t really love I felt, but this need to be first in her life, to matter to her. In the end, it was a vast waste of time.”

Outside I could hear the night creatures. The dining room was almost deserted, only one waiter hovering in the background. He seemed preoccupied with his own thoughts, his eyes focused on the blank wall before him, ignoring us.

“It was perhaps three months later,” Loren said into the silence. “I went back and stayed in Glasgow. I was an excellent researcher, and I’d made some progress in analyzing the effects of hallucinatory episodes in seizures. People had begun to come to me — senior colleagues, I mean, to discuss my developing theories. It was quite heady for me to experience.

“Then there was one morning, a Sunday, when I had gone to a local place for a leisurely breakfast, with a new monograph I was eager to read on studies of migraine comas.” Loren paused and looked at me before continuing.

“That was when I saw a notice in a paper someone had left behind on the table, opened to a page of obituaries. Strange how people read those, have an avid interest in them. And equally strange, that day, is that her name was there, Ailsa’s name, right in front of me. It was a short clip, but it showed her photo, which is what captured my attention. She had killed herself. No one knew why. She had seemed, the news column said, reciting the words of friends and associates, to have a wonderful life ahead of her.

“But I know. I know she was waiting for me to find her. She had no idea that after Stirling I had let go of it all, and her. I had given her a fear she couldn’t overcome. And because I recovered, I never thought of her again, until learning that day that she was dead.”

“You had no way of knowing that,” Pietre said to him. “It was her choice.”

“I don’t think it matters much whether I prove it or not. It’s what I believe, and so it’s what I have to live with.”

“We all have something we have to live with,” I said, “and we have to choose our own way to do that.”

I saw a look of surprise cross Loren’s features as we got up to leave.

“But what if I can’t? What if I can’t find a way?”

We had no answer for him.

Sometimes at night there is a wind that moves across the desert floor that is different from the others. It is subtle, hardly felt, but it carries with it a sound, something soft and wailing, created, I imagine, from the effects of curving around miles of rock and sand and dry brush. Listening to Loren that night, it felt to me as if I was listening to that same sound, that soft, wailing sound. He had seemed so certain of what he knew, but in the end he was held by the shadows of memory, unable, or unwilling, to let them go.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Calliope
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It was an unfamiliar path. Every night for months, ever since Emma’s death, I’d taken the same walk through the park, but this time, I went another way. 

Everything was quiet. There were no birds singing. Even my footsteps were muffled on the soft ground. I felt the warmth of the light before I realized what it was and stopped and looked up at the sky. Massive clouds reflected an orange and gold sunset. The afterglow covered the trees and ground, and me. It was just as I began walking again that I heard the calliope in the distance, its discordant cast of notes woven into the air.

I followed the sound, wondering where it could be. The park had no carousel. As I went forward, the music seemed to recede away from me. When I stopped walking it would become louder. Coming up over a rise I saw a wagon in the field below, its gilded frame catching the last rays of the sun. Sitting inside it was a man in a clown suit and makeup, the white face bent in concentration toward the keys. 

I had no desire to approach him. I’d found the source of the music. I turned back the way I had come.

That was when the music stopped. The silence hung in the air like a tangible thing. I knew without looking that the clown was watching me.

Instinct told me to keep going but I had to turn around. I saw the quick gesture, the beckoning hand, and against all inclination found myself walking down the hill toward him. The music began again.

As I drew closer I saw that he wore a dark blue pork pie hat over tufted orange hair and a wide yellow and white ruff around his neck. He looked like a life-sized doll in a seaside concession. His pants were a large and baggy red plaid, and his shirt was yellow and red stripes with metallic pompom balls down the front. A long, oversized suit jacket covered the lot, with wide lapels in vivid, sequined green. Two vertical rectangles, one orange and one blue, were painted on each eyelid. His feet tapped out the rhythm of the music as he played. 

An octagonal opening had been cut into the wagon to display the clown and the calliope, its beveled edges carved in gold filigree. The rest of the wagon was a soft white that seemed to glitter beneath the surface. The pipes were glass and copper and let out soft sighs of air. The keys, however, I saw, were old and worn. The clown’s hands were painted white, the fingers long and graceful, like those of a concert pianist.

Every so often he would turn his face toward me and smile. The wide red lips outlined in black would stretch the width of his face, and his eyes held my gaze for just the instant. Why had he beckoned me there? Why had I approached the wagon? I wanted to leave. Why didn’t I?

When had we listened to such music, Emma and I? I didn’t need to ask. I’d never stopped living the hours we’d shared near the sea when the sun burned above and the sound of the calliope was our background. There had been a traveling player that day, a clown much like this one. But memory distorts. I know that. The clown said nothing. There was only that abrupt, soon-gone smile.

“You’re a kind of jester yourself, Harry.”

I spun around. The voice was Emma’s. The golden light was gone and there was only the dusk. 

“Where are you?”

“Here? See?”

I turned quickly to the left where the voice had been but saw nothing.

“No games this time, Emma. I only want to see you.”

“There must always be a game, Harry. Else where’s the fun?”

I heard a laugh and glanced around. The clown was staring at the keys, his hands motionless above them.

“Do you remember,” I said, seeking her voice again, “the ocean was a deep blue-green and I won a doll for you at the shooting gallery? We went to the end of the pier and saw dolphins racing under the water. Remember?”

“How could I not? Harry! Help my friend. Quick, behind you!”

I looked back and the clown was holding on to the side of the calliope, tears running down his face, leaving tracks in the white makeup. I saw the necklace he wore. It had been Emma’s, a gift from her lover. I thought I was the only one, and when she told me about him, in despair I had torn it off her and tried to shake some sense into her, that was all.

I started toward the clown but he held up a hand and smiled. He held a small stick and tapped it against the calliope. I saw his lips move and heard Emma’s high, light voice.

“Just a test, Harry,” I heard her say. “I had to know.”

“Know what? Stop this! It isn’t what I want. Show yourself, Emma!”

Her voice came then, the sound so soft I almost missed the words.

“Dearest Harry! It is fine, my love. Everything is fine. Forgive the game. We always played them, remember?”

“I want you with me.”

“I know you do. But it can’t be. You must realize that. Not anymore. Let me go. I belong with him. I thought you understood that!” 

“No!” I felt the abyss so close that I stepped back, almost losing my balance. 

The moon came up, flooding the darkening field with its silver light. The wagon disappeared. I waited a long time, but she was gone.

I walked back through the park, passing under lampposts scattered here and there until I drew near a park bench. I rested my hand on it and stayed very still. I wasn’t ready to leave. Finally I lifted my hand and removed the pork pie hat and orange wig. Piece by piece I removed the clothing I had on, except for the long, oversized jacket with wide lapels in vivid, sequined green, and my jeans and T-shirt. Everything fit into my carryall. I used baby wipes to take off the face paint. But I kept the necklace in my hand, watching how the single diamond in the center would catch the ambient light around me. 

There had to be a way to call back the dead.

I would do better, next time.
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Say Yes to the Dragons
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A soft rain fell and the drops left traces of light in the air. From a great distance came the sound of fading thunder. Eona and her young niece walked in single file along the narrow path. 

“Remember how it was when the Haelan were with us, Kali? They would enter our valley at dawn and sail above the cliffs.”

“No, I don’t. You keep asking. Have you any idea how tiresome that is?”

Eona gazed at the surrounding forest, seeing the trees sway in a rising wind. If Kali refused to remember, there would be good reason to feel fear at what could happen next. They would all be at risk if the child denied her legacy.

A raven passed above in a swift downward rush, so close Eona could hear the beating of its wide wings before it vanished. A second one came moments later, disappearing like the first. There would be a third, she thought. There always was. And it did come, using the same path as the others, and as quickly gone. 

“The Haelan are just legends,” Kali said.

“Where did you get that idea?” Eona felt her heart racing. 

“My mother said so. I believe her. She told me you feed on the legends because your life is empty.”

“My sister repeats that idea at every opportunity, to whoever will listen. She says it to convince you, but it isn’t the truth. The Haelan are real. They are the dragons of light. They are the gatekeepers who can guide us into other worlds, our guardians and protectors! They hold for us the treasures and mysteries of life.”

“All powerful and all-knowing?” Kali said. “I don’t think so. No one else remembers them. Just you.”

A deep roar rose up beyond the woods that surrounded them and the ground trembled. 

“Grendal is awake. We need to hurry.” The girl walked faster along the path. It was lined with quartz stones, their color a flaming rose even in the gray afternoon light. 

“That morbid creature frightens me,” Eona said. “Don’t you see the danger? Its kind isn’t meant for us.”

At the words, Kali stopped and folded her arms in front of her. Though just twelve years old, she was almost as tall as Eona. Her blue eyes flashed with annoyance. “Everything frightens you! Grendal is our only protection.”

“No! It’s the Haelan who are our true connection to the earth, to our hearts! They kept us safe and well enough before, always helped us find our way. Wherever they went, whatever places they crossed, the sacred lines of our land became more powerful—and more fair and just.”

“I don’t want to listen to you anymore.”

Walking on, Eona was grateful for the silence. She needed time to think. 

At night she woke from dreams that left her feeling bereft and shaken. In them were always voices, yet no one to see, just words to hear. She would get up and sit by the window and watch the moon take its course, remembering the words she had been given over and over. Trust in what is before you. Remember who you are and what you are here for. There are no mistakes. 

No mistakes? How could she believe that? Grendal was a mistake. Why had the Haelan left—what had sent them away from her village? Not just Grendal showing up. No—it was more. The hearts of the people had shut down, though none would explain why. Like some collective madness. Something had changed. Why?

Consumed with worry, she had finally gone to see Yagaje, hoping for an answer. The old man lived deep underground in an eight-sided chamber of his own making, one that glittered from streaks of gold in the rock, gold he used to create paintings he would hang from the walls. Somehow, he had eluded the attention of Grendal.

“You think the dragons have forgotten you,” he said to her right away. “Yet the voices in your dreams are real enough. Why do you doubt what you hear? Nothing is gone, after all. Everything is in the same place.” He sat before her in an indigo robe, a long necklace of garnet stones around his neck.

“What you say makes no sense,” she had told him, irritated at his answer.

“Which doesn’t mean it isn’t true.” Yagaje drew a spiral in gold on the thin piece of flint he had set on a low table.

“What am I to do? It can’t stay this way. We are becoming—” She stopped and reflected. “We are always afraid, now.”

The old man didn’t answer right away but continued with his work. At last, he lifted up the stone and drew his hand across it. The gold spun out of the rock and circled it three times in trails of embedded light before returning. With a flick of his wrist, he threw the rock into the air where it transformed and hung suspended, an orb of light. 

“You persist in believing that where we are is the only place we are,” he said to her.

“Riddles don’t help me.” Eona pressed her hands together, the tension unbearable. 

Yagaje laughed, frustrating her more. He tapped her folded hands. “You see mystery where I see none. I’ve told you often enough of the other dimensions, so many, other worlds out of time and space. Now, those dimensions are also within us, exactly where we are, all of them together. None are separate from us. What you focus on is one dimension, the one you see and hear and taste and smell and touch, but it is overlaid by many more. If you want to see them all, you can. Whenever you choose. Most people choose not to. That is the true source of fear, don’t you know?”

Eona wanted to shout at him. It took all her energy to keep her voice calm. “What has that to do with the Haelan? How do I get the dragons back? And what do I do about Grendal? A monster we can’t control!”

“So, you know for certain Grendal is a monster, do you?” 

“You’ve seen what he’s done to us!”

“Grendal is as he is, no more, no less. A better question is—what do you want to do about it? What is your responsibility in this, hm-m?” He picked up another piece of flint and began to file the edges of a new spiral into it and added words of warning that surprised her. “Don’t try to force it with the girl, by the way, much as you may want to. You’ll bring down on us an even greater curse if you do. Kali is not the one meant to help us. Have patience.”

Patience? It was the last thing she felt. The girl’s mother was Eona’s sister Jadis and she was willingly abetting Grendal, bringing only trouble to their way of life, feeding the child lies, dismissing the truth, and why? To keep her daughter safe, she said. A lie. It had never been the real reason. Over time, in the smallest increments, Jadis had gathered support, trading favors, but more than that, letting everyone become aware she knew their secrets, and would share them with the beast if her own status as leader was threatened. 

“What about the grave pit? Jadis created it at Grendal’s beckoning. I have no doubt my sister would betray me at the slightest grievance and ensure my life ended in that hellish place!”

“The grave pit is in its own dimension, like everything else, as real or unreal as you want it to be. All Jadis did with her magic was give it a temporary existence here. Perhaps you only see it because you want to. The same is true of any power you believe another holds. It may or may not exist. It is just as possible that Jadis thinks you are the one who has real power. Your mother favored you, and to your sister that has been a betrayal she has not forgiven. I gave Jadis her training in the art of conjuring, remember, and came to know her well. She and you are alike in holding on to fear. But destiny requires action.”

“I’ve watched my sister condemn more than one of us to death. It’s part of how Grendal ensures we behave, isn’t it? How can you compare me to her! And how can you live with so much uncertainty about what’s going on?”

“Eona, Eona—what I have is far from uncertainty, don’t you know?”

“When the Haelan were with us, we lived a real life, a giving life.”

“Ah, yes, they offered truth. They still do. The problem you have is you imagine everyone wants to hear it or see it—or live it. No. Not everyone is brave enough to say yes to the dragons. Try to remember that. You yourself resist your dreams, but they hold answers for you.”

Seeing the old man had not helped. 

“Why, it’s possible you are the one who will find the Haelan, if you want to,” he added.

“If I could, I would have done it already. Why do you think I came here?” She stood up to leave, filled with a sense of futility. When she emerged out into the forest she looked back, but everything was dark, the twists and turns of the path to the underground entrance invisible once more.

Turning left, Eona had gone into an open field, taking a well-worn path that headed north into the hills. Further along she had run through the tall grass and climbed a steep incline. At its summit she could see for miles in every direction. A storm was coming, and fast, the sky filled with gray clouds, and the wind had risen.
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