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Truth to Light

 

Eddie Newton


To Mom, who read anything and everything. To Dad, who read anything and everything that I wrote. Wherever you two are out there in the Wider World, sit back and enjoy the story…


 

Time’s Glory

by William Shakespeare

 

Time’s glory is to calm contending kings,

To unmask falsehood and bring truth to light,

To stamp the seal of time in aged things,

To wake the morn and sentinel the night,

To wrong the wronger till he render right,

To ruinate proud buildings with thy hours

And smear with dust their glittering golden towers;

 

To fill with worm-holes stately monuments,

To feed oblivion with decay of things,

To blot old books and alter their contents,

To pluck the quills from ancient ravens’ wings,

To dry the old oak’s sap and blemish springs,

To spoil antiquities of hammered steel,

And turn the giddy round of fortune’s wheel;

 

To show the beldam daughters of her daughter,

To make the child a man, the man a child,

To slay the tiger that doth live by slaughter,

To tame the unicorn and lion wild,

To mock the subtle in themselves beguiled,

To cheer the ploughman with increaseful crops,

And waste huge stones with little water-drops.


Prologue

“Do you want to see a magic trick?” Vincent Prospero asked the trio of college kids in response to their drunken taunts concerning his anachronistic attire.

Vincent stood at the bottom of the hill in the middle of Ningúno Lane in Eden, Delaware. For the first time in three years, he was back. On a Saturday night, this part of Eden featured frat boys and sorority sisters stumbling between saloons up and down the neighborhood. There was not a sober undergrad in sight. Vincent had originally planned on walking past the partiers and straight up the street to the house on the top of the hill.

But the three inebriated instigators just had to make a comment on his top hat.

Vincent was tall and thin and dressed like Abraham Lincoln. He tipped off his top hat to reveal a mess of blond hair, which matched his wispy goatee and made him resemble a man featured on a circus advertisement from the nineteenth century. Vincent held the hat out for the college kids to inspect.

The brilliant grin of a small child bloomed on the face of the big jock in a football jersey, intoxication imitating innocence. He wore the number seventy-seven with the name “Murphy” above it. Murph put his two palms together and rubbed his hands like a miser surveying his millions.

“So that ‘splains the goofy getup,” Murph drooled, and a string of spittle connected his bottom lip to the pavement of Ningúno Lane. “I wanna see a maji-trig.”

“Me too,” said the girl beside Murph. His girl. Certainly, she was always a me-too.

“Yeah,” agreed the third wheel.

Magic was all about secrets. The trick worked because you did not know the truth. You couldn’t figure out the how. Vincent liked his secrets.

“Here,” Vincent said, handing his cane to the third wheel. “Hold this. Careful now, the magic is in there.”

The young man held the cane across his open palms as if cradling legendary Excalibur itself.

“Just a normal top hat. Nothing inside. Here, put your hand in.” Murph’s girl put her petite hand in halfway up her forearm. Nothing inside. “Empty. Agree?” She nodded. Vincent turned it around and spun it in his hands. “Look all around it. Nothing suspicious?” Three heads shook, all a little wobbly.

Vincent held out the hat and opened it upward. The sun hung over the rooftops of Eden, evening languidly exhaling the last light of day. Twilight blanketed the lane in cozy shadows, obscuring the interior of the top hat.

“Now, young man, tap the cane on the edge of the hat,” Vincent instructed the third wheel. The man raised one manicured eyebrow. “Nothing to fear, I assure you. Magic is only dangerous when it needs to be.” The third wheel took the end of the cane in his hand so gently he must have been imagining it was a tender lover who might scorn him if he handled her too roughly. “That’s right. Just a light rap. Very good, young man. Just that way.”

Vincent reached inside and fumbled around a bit. His arm went inside the same distance as the girl’s had when she checked the hat. Vincent made a show of pawing around for something inside, like an old lady searching for Tic Tacs at the bottom of her purse. Then he grinned, a showman’s expression, and his eyes popped open in dramatic flair.

Vincent pulled a rabbit out of the hat.

Murph and his girl oohed and aahed, swooning like teenage girls at a boy band concert. But the third wheel frowned, staring suspiciously at the white rodent. His nostrils flared as if he smelled something rotten about this whole thing.

“Lame,” he commented. “That is the same thing I’ve seen a hundred times. It’s the oldest trick in the book!”

“Oh, I don’t know if it is the oldest,” Vincent opined, “but it is tried and true. Not as flashy and loud as you young people prefer nowadays?”

“You only pulled a bunny out of a hat,” the third wheel sneered. “My gramma could have done that trick a hundred years ago.”

“You want to see something epic?” Vincent asked.

“Epic,” he agreed. “Yeah.”

“Me too,” said Murph’s girl. Again with the me-too.

Murph was too boozed to form a full response. He managed a clumsy nod.

Vincent let the bunny go, and it hopped down Ningúno Lane in the opposite direction of the hill. He twirled the hat in a theatrical flourish and held it out once again for the third wheel to tap with the cane. This time the undergrad knew his role. Tap tap tap.

“You may want to step back,” Vincent warned.

The trio of young drunkards took a step back on rubbery legs. Vincent reached into the hat. This time he pushed his arm farther into the opening. He smiled at the students, gave a wink. His arm went in even more. He pushed his tailored sleeve into the top hat all the way up to his shoulder. The girl’s eyes grew as big as a werewolf’s.

“Impossible,” she whispered.

“You ain’t seen nothing yet,” Vincent answered.

Vincent yanked. Hard. The object in the hat was stubborn. It had slept for a thousand years, and waking was a ponderous endeavor. Vincent had the thing by the tail. With a final violent yank, he drew the contents of the hat out through the small orifice like an obstetrician pulling a newborn from the birth canal. This baby was as ugly as a troll and as angry as a poltergeist. As big as any beanstalk giant. Rearing a scaly head in rage, the dragon vomited fire into the twilit sky.

“Mama,” Murph managed to mumble before the dragon noticed the marinated morsel. It snapped its beak over the big football player. The dragon’s mouth was a kiln, and Murph melted in a matter of moments; boiling blood and liquified bones slid down the gullet.

Murph’s girl and the third wheel screamed like toddlers and turned to run for their lives. The dragon pivoted its head on a serpentine neck and scooped them up from the side and its jaws snapped shut on the main parts of the undergrads, leaving behind two rolling noggins and two pairs of trendy tennis shoes, the smoldering stumps of their feet included.

The half-dozen drunkards standing stunned along the street scattered, screaming. Vincent looked at the dragon beside him: wet scales glowed from the streetlights, intense eyes roamed the avenue for further prey, and smoke issued from flared nostrils. Demonic wings stretched and threatened to fly.

“Not yet,” Vincent told the creature. “We need to visit an old acquaintance. Afterward, there will be plenty more to eat.”

Vincent looked up Ningúno Lane to the house high on the hill.

*

Camila Mondragon stood on the wide front porch of Esperanza Manor, positioned between porticos, looking down the steep incline at the small city set at the bottom of the lane. As the sun set and shadows stretched across the landscape, streetlamps activated randomly and bright lights peppered the dark city, pinpricks in the gray canvas making a starry pastiche in the valley below the hill.

“Sometimes, I watch the streetlamps come on and wonder if they represent enlightenment. Consciousnesses remembering who they are. Maybe each one is a soul somewhere, finally finding her true self.”

“You speak of going rogue as a romantic endeavor rather than a renegade act of rebellion,” Julián commented, standing directly behind Camila. “I do not think Father would appreciate you talking so.”

Camila turned her back on the town. She settled a tired gaze on her brother, repeating the same script they had exchanged for nearly twenty years. The effort was akin to arguing with a braying ass. Julián was as stubborn as the will of kings. As princess of the Mondragon clan, Camila knew about arguing with monarchs.

Pointless.

“I think I’ve proven when the time comes to honor tradition, I follow expectations. My sense of romance ends at the point of obligation.”

“As it should,” Julián agreed, always a jerk about everything even when he didn’t have to be.

They closed the door behind them before darkness fully fell, missing the dragonian massacre at the bottom of Ningúno Lane. The walls insulated Esperanza Manor entirely from the outside world, intended to keep secrets inside, but also effective in deafening the screams of Murph and his companions as they died at the foot of the hill.

Camila Mondragon had never seen a dragon, despite their family name. She once asked Vincent Prospero if they were real, years ago, while laying side by side and looking up at the stars. He pointed out a constellation cluttered in the northern sky. “That’s Draco right there,” Vincent said.

“That doesn’t mean dragons are real,” Camila said.

“The stars don’t lie,” he answered.

“I want to see one someday,” she said wistfully.

“And so you will,” Vincent replied. “I promise.”

That was before Camila had learned secrets are more powerful than promises. Romance ends at the point of obligation.

Camila and Julián joined the rest of the Mondragon family for dinner. A long table with seating to accommodate sixteen sat only ten that night, the immediate family in attendance and no guests for the evening. Mother and Father sat at each end, neither the head nor the foot, co-equal as matriarch and patriarch of the clan. Esther, Francisco, and Emilie were arranged along one side, Camila’s youngest three siblings. Grandfather Eduardo sat next to them. Aunt Consuelo faced opposite the others. Beside her was Camila’s husband, Rex. Camila took her place next to him. Julián took his seat nearest Mother.

Everyone gathered around for dinner as tradition had dictated for as long as Camila was old enough to sit at a table. Excepting travel, expectations were always that everyone attended the evening meal. Camila missed the event on only a dozen occasions, half of them when she was on her honeymoon with Rex.

“Everything quiet in the city?” Father asked Julián.

Julián took a bite of escabeche and washed the food down with wine. “Of course. Nothing exciting ever happens in Eden. I swear this family decided to settle in the blandest berg in America on purpose.”

“Always looking for flavor rather than sustenance, Julián,” Mother teased. “Perhaps that’s why you are still single.”

“He’s still single because he likes too many flavors,” Emilie taunted from across the table.

“What can I say?” Julián answered with a smirk. “I have a complicated palate.”

“As long as the flavor es muy atractiva, eh, Julián?” Emilie taunted.

Julián gave his younger sister a wink and a smile.

Father transitioned to more pressing business. “Consuelo, have you a reply yet from Serafin?”

“The Angels have their haloes in a bunch,” Aunt Consuelo sniffed. “They think they know best how to deal with their own problems. But their problems are becoming our problems.”

“It’s going to mean trouble for all of us if—” Julián started, then cut himself off.

No one was listening to him.

Everyone’s attention centered on someone new.

The Mondragons all stared at the entrance into the dining room of Esperanza Manor. A dapper fellow stood in the archway, tall and thin. He held his cane in his right hand like the handle of a mallet. He tipped his top hat at the Mondragon family with his left hand.

Father stood, glaring all the way across the family table to where the intruder stood in the doorway. “Vincent, how dare you enter Esperanza uninvited? I believe I warned you in no uncertain terms to stay away from Eden for the rest of your life.”

“I’m sorry,” Vincent apologized insincerely. “I thought you said for the rest of your life.”

“Is that a threat, you witchy little whelp?” Mother demanded, also on her feet, wearing a glare to make even the bravest warrior quiver.

“I’m just here to speak with Camila,” Vincent declared.

Rex stood also, putting himself between his wife and Vincent Prospero. “She made her choice, Vincent. It’s over. It has been over for a long time now.”

“I know it’s over, Rex Plimpton.” Vincent tilted his ear as if listening to the quiet of Esperanza Manor. “I noticed there is no pitter-patter of little feet throughout the manor, Rex. Your loveless marriage has produced no offspring? No next generation Mondragons?”

“Good,” Vincent declared.

“Let me talk to him,” Camila said, putting a hand on Rex’s elbow.

She walked across the room, her family all behind her. She had not seen Vincent in three years since she was forced to marry another Human instead of a Magi. It was against the rules. Her parents had been apoplectic when she was younger, and she’d told them she was in love with Vincent Prospero. They made her give him up.

She has lived without him for so many long, cold months.

“You came,” she whispered when she was close enough for only him to hear.

“You called,” he said softly in return.

“I can’t,” she replied, gazing into his eyes. “Not another night.”

“You’re sure?” Vincent asked.

Camila looked over her shoulder. Brothers and sisters stared expectantly. Mother and Father glowered angrily. Grandfather looked confused. Aunt Consuelo itched for a fight. Rex, a spineless patsy. All of them aligned against Vincent. All of them in the way. She could not run away with him. They would find her. She could never be with Vincent.

She turned to face Vincent and smiled. She leaned forward, one quick kiss on the lips as the rest of her family leapt to their feet behind her. Vincent took off his top hat as the family started toward the star-crossed lovers. He pointed the opening of the hat toward the Mondragons and rapped the tip of the brim with his cane. Tap-tap-tap.

And the dragon, pure predatory machine with only one cardinal rule, attacked. The only limitation on its evil is that it cannot harm the one who summons it. Everyone else was fair game. As the black eyes settled on ten tasty morsels, Vincent shed one single tear. Camila, standing tall in the middle of Esperanza Manor’s dining room, mouthed three last words. “I love you.”

And then she was the first Mondragon consumed by the dragon.

She was not the last.


Chapter One

Sofía Hernandez jogged along the Leipsic River in Patriot Park along a path running from the end of Ningúno Lane all the way up to Foster Woods. She ran every day, and she felt at peace when in motion. Moving forward. Dana had asked her once if she ran because the action gave her the sense she was running toward something or if jogging acted as the physical manifestation of running away the same way Sofía always did. She took a different path every day, which could lend itself either way. Sofía might be looking for something with every new route, or was she just trying to lose whatever chased her?

She didn’t know the answer to Dana’s question.

Mom used to say, “Go chase your truth, Timothy.” Later, she’d tell her, “Go chase your truth, Sofíe.” Maybe Mom had set her on this path. But she was gone before Sofía got to her destination. Yet Sofía still chased after her truth.

Autumn had arrived. The season had ranked as Mom’s favorite time of the year, and now the fall was Sofía’s. She stopped at a bend in the river where a copse of oaks had begun to turn fiery orange. The leaves fluttered from above in a steady, lazy cascade, the winding waterway beyond nearly obscured by the falling fall colors. Change can be beautiful. But Sofía knew more often transformation was painful and confusing and generally met with scorn.

She started running again, and she heard Mom telling her to find her truth, one last time. “Let me know when you find it, Sofíe,” she’d called after Sofía one warm July day as she ran out on her way to somewhere else. Her mom had dropped dead of an aneurism an hour later, finding her ending, before Sofia had even figured out which direction to begin searching to find hers.

She still wasn’t sure where her journey would lead, but Sofía felt good about the direction. Sort of a sign, Mom’s untimely death pointed her this way instead of that. Pointing her to Dana. In the wake of loss and grief, Sofía finally said yes.

They married a year later.

They were still married a year after.

Two paths merged up ahead, lanes coming from two different directions joined together toward the same endpoint. Miranda Thewlis came jogging up the other fork in the trail, pacing Sofía step for step. Miranda jogged the river walk every day also. Both women were in their early twenties, former schoolmates who had graduated from Eden High together some five years ago, but the comparisons stopped there. With three kids already, the bounce barely contained by Miranda’s bright-blue sports bra gave evidence the last one hadn’t been too long ago. Her hips were as curvy as the river alongside them and wide as the four-lane path. She looked good for having given birth to her latest just last summer. Sofía still featured the boyish figure from when they were twelve and Miranda had kissed her under one of the oak trees along this very river walk.

“I thought we were gonna meet up and jog the perimeter together,” Miranda panted.

“Sorry. Cluttered thoughts. Needed to clear my head today.”

“Trouble with Dana?” Miranda asked. Concerned? Curious? Or eager?

Trouble with Dana might be the right answer most days, but not this day. Today, Sofía was thinking about the phone call she’d received this morning. Dana in the shower, Sofía had just sat down to quinoa and chia porridge when her phone rang. Caller unknown, but that popped up often enough. Sofía didn’t have many contacts programmed into her phone. The number was a local, so Sofía answered.

“Is this Sofía Hernandez?”

“Who wants to know?” she asked.

“I think you want to know, Sofía. Do you ever wonder about your biological parents?”

Sofía sat stunned. Silent. As if the electronic device was burning up with secrets, the phone grew hot against her ear. She glanced at the hallway going down to the bathroom. Dana still sang in the shower, an off-key rendition of an old Katy Perry song.

“I know your real mom and dad, Sofía,” said the voice on the other end of the line.

Was this a prank? Who would be so cruel? One of the same bullies who’d made her life miserable in school? Those days seemed so long ago. That should all be over. Life was supposed to be better once you become an adult and figure out what’s what.

What’s what?

What was anything?

Just secrets. Secrets upon secrets.

“Who is this?” Sofía demanded.

“Meet me tonight at seven if you want to know the truth. You know Esperanza Manor?”

The sprawling estate at the top of the hill at the end of Ningúno Lane? Everyone in Eden knew Esperanza Manor, but no one ever thought much about the place, an eerie old mansion at the edge of town, abandoned and probably haunted. What sort of creep would try to lure Sofía to such a remote place? Was someone luring her into a trap?

“You’re crazy if you think I’m going to come to that spooky pla—”

The caller hung up. Sofía tried calling back, but it rang and rang unanswered. Dana came out of the shower before Sofía had time to try again. And the day started.

Now the sun moved westward, smashing shadows along the path beside Sofía and Miranda. In a few hours, Sofía would run into some serious trouble. If the caller knew the truth, the information would turn her life upside down. If the caller set a trap, this expedition might be the end of her life, period. Going up to the abandoned mansion all alone seemed horror-movie stupid, but Sofía couldn’t ignore the chance to learn the truth. Her truth.

Sofía had one thing she would risk anything for. Someone who knew the answer to her mystery.

“No, Dana and I are good,” Sofía finally replied.

Miranda appeared…disappointed? They had shared a kiss once, long ago, when they were just kids. But Miranda always seemed curious as to where that path might have taken them. After Miranda married a man from Maine, she’d made him move to Eden, give her three kids, and buy her a nice home along the Leipsic. Yet did she still wonder what might have been?

When they were twelve, Sofía, still called Timothy at the time, and the future Miranda might have imagined would have been very different from the reality Sofía now lived.

Timothy Hernandez would have made Miranda a terrible husband, which had never been a route Sofía considered. She might not know always where she was going, but Sofía had known even then where she wasn’t going. After being seen as a boy sixteen years too long, Sofia’s mom finally signed the consent forms for gender reassignment and never had a doubt afterward. That was always the only path Sofía was ever going to take.

“Well, something seems to be bothering you,” Miranda said. “I’m always here if you wanna talk.”

Sofía smiled. “Thanks. I appreciate the gesture.”

“Of course. We have a bond, Sofía. Hey, you’re the only girl I ever kissed. I mean, if that counts. Since you weren’t a girl then.”

“It counts. I was always a girl, Mir,” Sofía said before changing the subject. “So, how’s the baby? Andrew sleeping through the night yet?”

And talk turned to offspring and motherhood, and Sofía wondered about her own infancy. Did the caller really know who her biological parents were? Like Miranda, like Dana, Sofía knew the parents who had walked the path with her the last twenty-two years. But she never knew who had given her up as a newborn. Who had sent her alone along this route at the beginning of her life? Who had started her running? Was she going to finally find out?

*

Home.

Sofía had taken an early day at the office. The phone call and her impending meeting meant for low productivity through the whole morning. She’d stared at her computer screen as customers emailed her problem after problem—help me, help me, help me. Sofía could barely manage to help herself. Today especially. So, when noon came around, she took half a day of personal time. After spending an hour at DeLuca’s with an Italian salad and a lunchtime drink, she jogged the pathways along the Leipsic. And now she still had time to stop at the grocer’s and pick up something to make dinner for Dana.

McFanny’s had existed as long as Eden itself. Mom and Sofía used to shop here every Saturday morning. The McFanny family had passed the store down father to son for a dozen decades. Old Man McFanny had known every regular customer by their first name, and Sofía would always giggle when he called her mother “Maria, my dear.” Sofía thought now Old Man McFanny had had a little flirty mixed with his friendly when it came to Mom. But Old Man McFanny was gone, Mom was dead, and the store had sold out to some faceless corporation ten years ago. They’d kept the name, but now the employees changed by the week, and the workers did not even know one another let alone all their customers.

Sofía had heard Old Man McFanny sold out because he had no son to pass the business to, only daughters. And a girl wasn’t good enough.

Sofía sometimes wondered if her own dad would have left for Florida if she was still called Timothy.

The aisles were packed with people—parents with unruly children navigated the labyrinthian shelves, spouses on missions for their significant others marched up and down the aisles with a list in hand and bewilderment in their eyes, and solo shoppers picked products with professional efficiency. Sofía was acquainted enough with the layout to find her ingredients without trouble, but her list took her all over the store, which had expanded and been remodeled after the corporate acquisition.

She still wasn’t used to the stares. Sometimes she noticed the revelation of realization from someone a little more observant than others, seeing a hint of something different in Sofía Hernandez. Other times, maybe a man checked her out with a leering grin that turned quizzical, as he eventually doubted the initial attraction. Occasionally, she came across someone she had known as Timothy and had not seen in many years, and they stared like someone trying to find Waldo in a crowded scene.

She passed Jonathan Grosz in frozen foods. Jonathan and Timothy had once dissected a frog together as lab partners in middle school anatomy. Now, he probably wondered who this familiar face was, floating down aisle eight. In the checkout, Mr. Trimble, who ran the Dairy Den, made small talk with Sofía about the Patriots, talking to her boobs, and his story trailed off into silence as he realized maybe he recognized the rest of her from when she had looked…different. The clerk scanning Sofía’s basket of groceries was someone new, his name tag not even bothering with anything but Trainee, but his gaze suggested they shared some secret. Even though she paid cash, he said “Come again soon, Sofía.” She should have known him, but she didn’t. Similar to how Jonathan Grosz and Mr. Trimble didn’t know her anymore.

Things change.

Merely another day in Eden.

Sofía surprised Sojourner when she walked in early, inner canine clocks more dependable than the digital readout on a smartphone. His head tilted inquiringly, and Sofía answered him regardless of whether or not he understood English. “Been an interesting day, buddy.” Dana had picked Sojourner’s name trying to be clever. The most famous person in history known as Sojourner had the last name of “Truth”, and Dana was all about Truth.

She dumped some chow in Sojourner’s bowl, and the dog scampered around it in a circle in celebration of this special day. Maybe it was. Maybe Sojourner was going to learn about a new grandpa and grandma.

The phone chirped as Sofía rolled up balls of ground turkey for an early dinner. Dad’s ID displayed on the screen. He called once a week, inevitably when Sofía had her hands full with a hundred different things. His timing was always terrible.

“Hey, Dad,” Sofía answered.

“Howdy, kiddo,” he replied. Always something gender generic. Sofía wondered if he had ever even realized he did it. He never called her slugger or buddy the way he had when she was younger. He couldn’t even seem to bring himself to call her princess or sweetheart either. Dad never even used her name, although he’d called her “Tim” all the time when he’d still thought of her as his son.

“How’s Florida this week?” Sofía asked.

“Too hot and muggy to even step outside. I’ve been catching up on my mysteries.”

Her dad was an Elizabeth George fan. She wondered sometimes if Ms. George was the secret love of Hector Hernandez’s life, or if he only wished to be more like George’s protagonist, Inspector Thomas Lynle. Dad had read every one in the series.

“Finished A Banquet of Consequences?” Sofía asked. He had started reading the book a week ago when they last spoke.

“Oh, several days ago. I started the series again from the beginning. I’m already on Well-Schooled in Murder. One of my favorites.”

Puzzles. Charades. Riddles. Those were Hernandez family staples. Even after Dad had faced the conundrum of a son who became a daughter, he still never lost his love for a good mystery. Or maybe he preferred loose ends to be tied up by the last chapter, instead of an enigma of an offspring he seemed unable to make heads or tails of even after all these years. Sofía had never appreciated a good puzzle—there was enough stuff she couldn’t figure out in life without tugging at dangling loose ends that might unravel her whole world.

Yet when she had gotten that phone call—I know your real mom and dad, Sofía. Meet me tonight at seven if you want to know the truth. That was a mystery she couldn’t resist investigating.

“Well-Schooled in Murder, huh? Is that the one where all the kids at a school have a pact where they never tell a secret? And someone dies and no one will tell what they know?”

“That’s the one,” Dad affirmed. “Is that one of the novels you read when you were a kid?”

“Dana and I watched the movie on the BBC late one night a few months ago. They had it playing at 3 a.m.”

“How is Dana?” Dad asked because the conversation would get awkward if he didn’t. In one of their dustups before Sofía transitioned, her dad, having a very difficult time losing his son, had asked if Timothy would start bringing boys around once he became she.

“I’m still me, Dad,” Sofía said. “I still like girls.”

“Then why bother, Tim?” he asked as if the idea caused him pain even though he was not the one going through the surgeries. “Why not stay like you are?”

“I am not like I am, Dad. I’m different than what you see.”

“I don’t understand,” he replied.

Words he would say again when his wife keeled over without warning, leaving him a widower way too young.

Dad liked one ultimate truth, a fact everyone can agree on. Mom had wanted Sofía to find her own truth, but Dad had always maintained everyone couldn’t have some personal version of the truth. “Mass chaos,” he’d grumbled when Mom pressed him to let it be. “If everyone has their own truth, there’s no such thing as a fact. Only each individual opinion. And that equates to anarchy. The truth exists independently of what you think of it, Maria.”

Hence his love for mystery novels. The story was nice when everything made sense by the last page. But not so in life.

“Love you, Dad,” Sofía signed off after a little more conversation.

“Love you, too, monkey pants.” That was also one of his go-to nicknames, right up there with kiddo.

Dana walked in as the meatballs came out of the oven for the turkey pesto pasta. She smiled, sniffed, and gave Sofía a peck on the lips. Dana was no-nonsense, head to toe—hair as short as a boy’s and the original color of a mouse pelt, a D.S.U. sweatshirt over worn jeans, generic tennis shoes, never makeup. She got mistaken for a man at least once a month and always found the experience amusing rather than offensive.

Sojourner padded in from the guest bedroom and rubbed against Dana’s legs, glancing at Sofía to make sure she understood who Sojourner considered his favorite. Dana collapsed onto a bar stool at the island as Sofía pulled out plates.

“Tough day?”

“My feet are killing me,” Dana groaned. “I spent all day chasing down leads. Finally found somebody who knows somebody that’s supposed to know something. I set a meet for midnight tonight.”

Dana’s eyes were lit up like she was six and Christmas was coming.

“The story about the crispy college kids?”

“Oh, yeah.”

“That story is six months old, Dana. Everyone else in Eden has put the tragedy behind them. Even the families of the deceased.” Sofía slid over a plate of pasta.

“The truth doesn’t have an expiration date, Soph,” Dana replied then took a bite and a pause. She pointed the fork at her wife. “Three people barbecued in the middle of Ningúno Lane? That is a story.”

“The city said a leak in a gas main under the street spontaneously ignited.”

Dana snorted a derisive laugh. “Sure. And the Loch Ness Monster lives in the Leipsic.”

“Is that any more farfetched than dragons?”

“I have three eyewitnesses who swear they saw something, Soph. I don’t believe it was a dragon any more than I believe it was a leaky gas pipe, but I think they saw something. The government is covering up the truth.”

“The Eden City Council is six old white guys who can’t even sweep a comb-over across their bald spots, let alone cover up some secret covert operation. You aren’t the type to believe in conspiracy theories, Dana.”

“I believe in the truth, wherever it leads. I have always believed there are the people that know and the ones that do not. I don’t want to be in the latter group. I need the truth, Soph.”

Mom would say, “Go find your truth, Dana.”

“All right, babe.” Sofía sighed.

Sofía had a meeting at seven to find out some truths of her own. She looked across at Dana, lost in thought about cooked undergrads and dragons made of smoke. Sofía considered telling her about the meeting at the top of the hill on Ningúno Lane, but she didn’t know the truth of it herself yet. Maybe someone knew about her birth parents. Maybe this whole thing was a hoax. So far, there was no truth to tell.


Chapter Two

Esperanza Manor didn’t look deserted. Sofía stared up at the house at the top of the hill at the end of Ningúno Lane, trying to remember why she’d ever thought it was. Maybe she’d always just assumed. She huffed and puffed, hands resting on her knees and sweat dripping off her brow. She blew back her flip of black bangs since they were hanging in her eyes and stared up at the perfectly functional mansion atop the highest hill in Eden. Someone had inhabited the house all along, and Sofía had never realized.

She’d parked her Kia halfway down the hill and walked the rest of the way. She had driven as far as possible. A quarter mile up the hill sat an iron gate strong enough to stop a Mack truck if one was inclined to attempt busting through blocked Ningúno Lane. A rusted iron chain as thick as Sofía’s arm secured the gate, looping through and linking the chain together with a padlock the size of her head. Since Sofía saw no one around to open the lock, and it otherwise looked impossible to open without an acetylene torch or a stick of dynamite, she stepped up to a smaller gate along the sidewalk that adjoined the gated lane. Here, an electronic lock, which appeared able to be released remotely, operated the barred doorway, so as Sofía approached, someone opened the catch. Sofía searched around for a camera, but the only eyes around belonged to the ravens collecting in the evergreens alongside the lane.

Sofía went jogging at least five times a week, after work every day and often an additional short run on the weekends if Dana was out chasing a story (catching the Truth). Still, she was exhausted by the time she reached the summit of the hill and the front lawn of Esperanza Manor. Muscles that hadn’t been used in a jog along the Leipsic River burned and whined. It took her a couple of minutes to catch her breath.

Sofía mounted the front steps to the mansion, her legs crying out in protest. The front façade reminded her of some Victorian house she’d learned about in high school history, maybe a slave plantation owned by a founding father whose story remained secret until historians gave up on lying to America’s youth. The design of the structure appeared old but didn’t seem old. The paint wasn’t flaking; the brass knob on the front door wasn’t tarnished; the windowpanes appeared clean and clear; the fountain on the front lawn seemed maintained and full of fed fish. Someone took good care of this place. Sofía wondered again why she’d ever thought the place was empty.

She stood before the massive front door, some ten feet tall, apparently built to accommodate giants. Sofía barely topped five foot six, so she had to crane her neck to approximate its height. She didn’t see a button for a doorbell; this house certainly predated ding-dong, firmly in the era of knock-knock. Sofía shuddered. This was no time for knock-knock jokes.

When she was thirteen and still called Timothy by everyone but her interior voice (the voice had always known her name was really Sofía), Mason Barkley had invited her to his birthday party. A sleepover. Mom had expressed concern, knowing her child was…different.

“I like girls, not boys,” Sofía had assured her. Mom had always been confused by Sofía’s identity.

Things had started off fine. Games. Birthday cake. Mason opened his presents. The one from Timothy Hernandez was a violent video game, picked out and purchased by Mrs. Hernandez. The party relocated to the basement rec room where the Barkleys had a pool table, foosball, a big screen television, and plenty of snacks.

“I got something for you, Hernandez,” Mason said.

Sofía instantly knew something was wrong. If ever she had ever been singled out in her youth, the occasion was always something sinister.

Mason held out a box. It was wrapped. With a bow. Bright yellow. Innocuous enough.

“Aw, Mason, it’s your birthday,” Sofía said in a voice that had been getting deeper and deeper, to her growing dismay. “I don’t need to open anything.”

“This is my party, Hernandez,” Mason said. “I want you to have it. Trust me, you’ll love what’s inside.”

A dozen boys all stared at her expectantly. “C’mon, Tim,” someone said. “Open it, Timothy,” another boy urged.

If Sofía ran, they would open the gift anyway and endlessly mock her. If she opened it herself, maybe there was some chance this wasn’t a trick. And if the wrapped present was a trick, maybe she could play it off as though it did not bother her. Maybe she might even laugh. Perhaps it wasn’t so bad.

She took the gift. Unwrapped the yellow bow. Peeled away the gift wrap. Opened the box. And pulled out a bright-pink dress with satiny frills and lace trim.

“Put it on,” shouted Mason.

“Wear it, wear it, wear the dress,” chanted the group of boys.
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