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Chapter One

 

European nodes radiated such different energy from the American ones, almost as if they knew they were in a land steeped in history and cultures that were told in history books, where America was still so…new…compared to the rest of the world. At least that was how my Italian grandmother had spoken, and while I longed to be back in her small Italian village, I knew the node there was in good hands with my cousin, and I, well, I’d needed to return to my unicorns. If my desire to be home hadn’t summoned me there, the letter from Melody would have.

Not that I had much to do with Melody. The Musimagium Headquarters housed a school with dormitories, the main offices, and a regional liaison to the Council that met in Washington DC. Our Regional Liaison lived in Denver, which might as well be a thousand miles away from my node and mountain home near the Wyoming border. When the snows came, it pretty much was. I had cell reception here, something I was both grateful for and frustrated about when I realized the systems they had in Europe, but the liaison never even called me to check on the unicorns. And my unicorns were different.

I pulled weeds in my garden, the growing season all too short here, not liking the discordant thrum in the earth. The node had been acting strangely for days, pulsing with power, before dying down to almost undetectable. I’d seen unicorns shy at unseen dangers and witnessed a foal’s death because it simply had failed to thrive. I’d helped bury it, tears streaming down my cheeks as I laid the lifeless body in the ground. I’d heard that there were other unicorns in the country, their manes and tails snowy white. My unicorns had pink manes and tails, the horn glistening with pink sparkles like a girl’s favorite stuffed toy, and I’d dyed my hair to match. It fell now over my shoulder in a fading fuchsia braid as I pulled weeds from amongst my peppers and beans.

I sensed the unicorn’s presence before I saw it, the big mare stepping into the meadow as if posing for a picture. It lowered its head and touched its muzzle to the small pool I’d created for their refreshment. I watched it drink, a line from the letter a new group which sees to destroy nodes may be in your area haunting me. I’d heard rumors, of course. There’d been chatter on Radio Arcanum for weeks now about Aquarii Tabernacle, an offshoot of Noctis whose sole purpose had been to destroy nodes. Activity had been seen east of the Mississippi river, none west. I didn’t think I had to worry about them. And yet…something worried me. Could whatever had been happening be related to this group?

The unicorn raised her head and stared at me for a moment, then turned to return presumably to the herd. I sensed that it wanted to tell me, or show me something, but I didn’t know what. In spite of what others could do, I still couldn’t speak mind to mind with them. I did, however, ride them and that also set me apart from the snowy white unicorns of lore. Not that I’d consider the big mare who’d just drank my own mount, like some keep horses to go trail riding. But from time to time, it seemed that she longed for human companionship just as I needed…well some kind of friendship since I lived alone here with no one except the disembodied voices of Radio Arcanum to talk to, so she’d kneel down, and at some point, I’d realized that was my invitation to ride her. We’d move along the meadows, going partially up the mountains until trees made the way difficult, or in the winter, the snowpack did the same. Then, maybe half an hour, maybe an hour, she’d be finished with the ride, and I’d be just sore enough to know that I’d been on horseback, and she’d bring me back here to this pool, kneel down again, and I’d slide to the ground. She’d nuzzle me for a few moments, then go off.

It’d been a while since one of those rides. I straightened and wiped my dirty hands on my jeans. It’d be time for laundry again. I checked the sun in the sky, decided I had a few hours before I’d need to eat lunch or maybe an early dinner, and took off walking past the pool. It was the one thing I didn’t tell anyone, though I suspect my cousin understood before I’d boarded the tin can to fly across the Atlantic and back home. Until I’d landed in Denver and made the drive home, had I truly realized the depth of healing this place provided to me. Without it, I doubted if I’d be able to walk.

My muscles protested as I found the edge of the narrow path that seemed to magically maintain itself—I certainly lacked the strength to do so—and I wound my way through the meadow until I reached a large outcropping. I paused then, leaning against the rock to catch my breath. Tiny twitches and explosions of neurons firing made my thighs spasm, and I sat with my back against the rock. The warmth from the sun seeped through my thin shirt and into my back, soothing a spine that worked far too hard to send signals back and forth. 

The big unicorn mare appeared and knelt. I reached out and ran my hand along her neck. The soft coat, the warm sugary smell like cotton candy wrapping around her, filled my senses. For a moment, I leaned over and rested my cheek against her skin. The heat from her body warmed my ever-chilled body, and after several long moments, strength returned so I managed to stand and slide my leg across her back.

“Be careful. I’m weak today.” I’d overdone it in the garden, but then again, the weeds were overdue to be pulled. Sometimes the work had to be done and the tremors in my body reminded me I was the only one to do them.

Something told me the unicorn understood because she rose slower than normal and began to pick her way along the path leading to the node. It grew steeper here, the rocks along the side rising as we drew higher into the mountains. I leaned my weight forward, resting my hands along her withers, to help her balance. Thankfully the pass was short, and soon, the ground flattened to the natural circle where the node sat. Today it hummed, the sound barely audible, and the node swirled with light pink and purple streaks of magic. A dark spot appeared on its surface. That was new.

The unicorn lowered herself to the ground, and I slid off, thanking her with words and strokes of my hand. She stood and trotted away, back down the path presumably to rejoin the herd. Though going down wouldn’t be as taxing as coming up, I hoped she’d reappear when I was ready. 

I stepped forward until I sat on the boulder close enough to the node that I could lean forward and touch it if I wanted. Closing my eyes, I took deep breaths, letting the crisp air fill my lungs. The sun warmed me and from behind the rocks the babbling of a brook filled the air. Birdsong joined it, a riot of noise celebrating the late summer day. 

There, just as I’d sensed in my garden, only stronger now, the discordant thrum of energy rumbled underfoot. Where the brook and the birds seemed to be playing off of each other, syncopating beats underscored by a steady bass drum and baritone instrument harmonic, here the node added an extra beat, played half a pitch too high or too low. Nothing really noticeable except to those of us who were sensitive and just enough to throw the entire melody off kilter.

This was what the unicorns had wanted me to experience as much as see. The dark spot in the node pulsed in tune to the off beats, driving them, for the pulse-thud rhythm became apparent. I added my voice to the mix. Before the Great Dividing, and the Multiple Sclerosis the magic had given me, I’d sung opera on the world’s greatest stages. I chose a soothing lullaby, a song to give the magic back its harmony and balance. As I sang, the notes filling the clearing and bringing unicorns back up the path, the dark spot faded, the pulse-thud rhythm fading to a dull roar, rather than a resounding boom. 

The song drew to a close. I’d done what I could to heal the damage. Hopefully magic and time would do the rest. The muscles in my thighs shook. I slumped forward, the will to hold myself upright no longer there. Magic and time might heal the node, both of which made me worse.

The mare knelt down next to me, as if she knew I couldn’t stand at the moment, and I crawled over her back. She stood and carried me down the mountain to the edge of the garden where I’d left my scooter just in case I needed it. As I crawled into the vinyl seat and hit the start button, I gave the unicorn one, final pat, then wheeled myself into the house. 

The first blast of air conditioning washed over my skin like a refreshing breeze. The scent of flowers, picked from the edge of the garden, filled my nostrils and by the time I made it to the bathroom I was refreshed enough to lean against the sink to wash my face, hands, and arms. I ought to take a shower. I should have some lunch. Instead, I went to my bedroom, pulled off boots, socks, and pants, then crawled into bed for a nap.

 ~* * *~

When I awakened the pink and orange light of sunset shone from around the edges of my curtains. The night light provided just enough illumination for me to sit up and grab my cane to navigate around my scooter and out to the kitchen to find some kind of supper. I turned on the light, but not before I saw the orange glow out my window. I’d thought it was the sunset, and to the west it was. This was to the east and clearly some kind of fire. 

My heart pounded. I didn’t see the unicorns and presumed they weren’t in danger. On the opposite side of my house from the node, it was safe too. I could leave. Evacuate myself and leave everything here to burn, yet my cell phone hadn’t chirped with any warnings. I did, however, discern the scent of smoke in the air. Ignoring the bread I’d popped in the toaster, I fumbled for my phone, scrolling through push announcements from apps I hardly ever used to find…nothing. I brought up a couple of websites I checked. Notice of a fire, but well contained and surely far enough from here that I wouldn’t be seeing the glow of flames.

The US Forest Service’s website showed nothing in my area. The state website also didn’t show anything. I used my thumb to flip to the phone app and dial 911.

“911. What’s your emergency?” The dispatcher said.

“Yes, I’m located just off Old Mill Road and I believe that there’s a fire toward the public lands there.” Surprisingly, I kept my voice steady. 

“Yes, ma’am. We’re aware of a controlled burn. Our people are watching it. Thank you for letting us know.”

“Thank you.” I hung up the phone, thinking at least they knew about it. Except, it didn’t feel right. Though I remained inside, leaning against my counter and taking deep breaths to keep my fear from overwhelming me, the air felt wrong. Not just the smell of smoke, which always set me on edge, but magically as well. 
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