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  The global Ohana is planning for the transition of power, and its head, Dawit Abraham, is anxious to meet the Golden One. Shortly after, Jason begins to experience strange dreams. All the while, he and his four friends are trying to figure out why Mother sent the Golden One to Amberville. Powerful enemies lurk in the shadows, ready to make Jason’s existence a living hell.


  Don’t miss the continuation of the thrilling fantasy trilogy about seventeen-year-old Jason Mendez, aka the Golden One, as he navigates the shoals of deception of the people supposedly closest to him.


  The Golden One is an exciting new fantasy trilogy dealing with urgent topics affecting humanity today.


  Chapter 1


  “How was your date with Angelica?” I asked. It was the end of the second week of our final year in high school and a warm, pleasant Friday evening. Our small group of friends was once again gathered in Lincoln Park to hang out, armed with milk shakes and the latest gossip from Amberville High.


  “It was good,” Laurel said. “We went to see the latest Marvel flick. Kind of strange to sit there and see all these superheroes trying to save Earth, knowing full well that in reality, I might be one of them…” She seemed pensive, maybe even sad, but there was nothing bragging about her statement.


  That didn’t stop Peter from teasing her. “So who are you, then? Black Widow?”


  “Very funny, Peter!” Laurel was unfazed. “It’s just that after the events of the summer, we all know something is bound to happen. We don’t know what it is, but we know it will. The advent of the Golden One always has consequences, not just for Jason in our case, but all of the Byeonsin around him.


  “It’s strange, you know,” she continued, “thinking that every date with Angelica may be my last.”


  “That’s not healthy thinking,” Hannah interjected. “There is no reason to be pessimistic, certainly not for us. I highly doubt the Ohana would send any of us into any dangerous missions. For whatever mission Mother chose the Golden One, I’m sure the Ohana will send along their best and brightest, to make sure the mission is a success.”


  “Have you heard anything else about what it might be?” Dinesh asked.


  I shook my head. “The latest Ohana meeting was weird. Hannah’s mom was very subdued after her return from Addis Ababa and didn’t say much about what had been discussed there—right, Hannah?”


  Hannah nodded. “Mom’s been weird, all right. She’s barely said a word at home, just quietly going about her business. I’ve hardly spoken to her since she came back.”


  “What do you think happened in Africa?”


  Hannah looked at me, as if she was wondering who should respond to Laurel’s question. We were both equally clueless, but as the Golden One, I figured I had to try. “From what Sarah said at the meeting, they mostly discussed who I was, my training and operational stuff with regards to the Amberville Ohana. That’s all she said. She was very tight-lipped.”


  “Think she got a dress-down by the global Ohana?” Peter asked.


  “For what reason?” Hannah looked at him intently. Given that Sarah was Hannah’s mother, any criticism of her, even implied, wasn’t taken lightly. Yet I had no reason to doubt Hannah’s commitment to our group; she’d defied her mother and sided with us all summer.


  Peter shrugged. “Just asking, s’all!”


  “I don’t think so,” I said. “Although we’ll never know. It seemed like more of a fact-finding mission. I’m the formal leader of the global Ohana, and I guess they’re as unwilling to hand over the baton to a teenager from the American Midwest as Sarah is. Maybe they were just trying to make sense of it all. Trying to figure out what Mother wants.”


  Hannah nodded and added, “I think Jason’s right. My mother has been on the Ohana for a long time, and when Jason’s grandfather passed away, she ascended to the chair. She’s a very ambitious power player, and she doesn’t take lightly to being challenged by a kid. But would she defy the scrolls? I can’t see it. I just can’t. And why would the global Ohana be any different? We’re here to do Mother’s bidding, not to defy her. I can’t even imagine what would happen if the Byeonsin betrayed Mother…”


  Hannah didn’t need to finish the sentence. We all realized the implications. Earth, animal, fungi, and plant species alike would be in the gravest of danger, and the entire planet would be threatened if the Byeonsin order ceased to seek balance. Humans had proven over time that they had little care for other species or for balance in nature. And without the rest of the Byeonsin, what could a single golden butterfly achieve? Failure. Deceit on the part of the Ohana was unthinkable.


  Feeling that the conversation had taken a somewhat fatalistic turn, Dinesh gently moved us back on track, to lighter topics. “When is Angelica off to college?”


  It was a question he’d have been better not asking because suddenly, Laurel began to cry.


  “Did I say something wrong?” He seemed surprised by her strong reaction.


  “No,” she said through snot and tears. “It’s just that I don’t want her to go. I might not get to see her again until Thanksgiving.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. Seems every topic we touch upon leads to negativity. Is there nothing uplifting to talk about?” He looked genuinely distressed.


  “I think Mr. Peterson is cheating on his wife…” Peter said wryly.


  Laurel’s eyes widened. “What makes you say that?”


  Peter shrugged again. “I saw him with Miss Delaney the other day, during lunch break. They were sneaking off, and they were all cozy and shit. I just got the impression something is going on… Or so my raven thinks.”


  “Shit,” I said. “Now that’s juicy gossip.”


  “And it could get the Ohana in trouble,” Hannah added. “Imagine the headaches this would cause my mother. If Mrs. Peterson finds out, she’ll divorce him—or at least demand he quit the Ohana.”


  “Does she know?” Peter asked.


  “About her husband being Byeonsin? No, simply because she’s not. You know what the scrolls say about mixed families. We have to protect our loved ones at all cost.”


  “Tell me about it,” Dinesh said. “I have a mother and two sisters who are completely clueless. If it wasn’t for my grandmother, I’d be the only Byeonsin in the family since my dad’s dead.”


  “Right. As far as Mrs. Peterson is concerned, her husband is simply a member of the Amberville Chamber of Commerce. Along with his mistress. I doubt she’d take lightly to that fact.”


  “I can’t blame her,” I said. “Even if she were Byeonsin, I doubt she’d want her husband spending so much time with ‘the other woman’—providing their marriage doesn’t break up over this.”


  “Which is likely,” Peter said. “I don’t see how they can keep it quiet—it’s not the kind of secret you can keep in a small town. That is if they even want to keep it a secret. Who knows, they might just choose to come out and get a divorce.”


  “Do the Petersons have kids?” I asked.


  Hannah nodded. “Two girls. Twins. I believe they’re five years old.”


  Dinesh’s voice was sad when he said, “I just hope they’re not Byeonsin. It’s so hard to grow up in a family where you’re the only one.”


  “What happened to your dad?” Laurel asked.


  “He abandoned us a few years after we moved to America. He’d gotten a job here and brought Mom over from India. We were all born here. My grandmother—his mother—joined us after her husband passed away to help Mom look after us kids. Then he left, just disappeared. If it wasn’t for us kids being American citizens, we’d have probably been forced to return to India. Grandma did return, eventually. She never felt comfortable in the US.”


  “Wow, that’s heavy,” Laurel said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know. What happened to him? You mentioned he was dead?”


  “Yeah, he died of cancer just a couple of years after he abandoned us. We got a letter from the hospital where he died. He’d left a note for us, an apology of sorts. I never read it. My grandmother burned it and cursed his name. In hindsight, I think it may have had to do with the fact that he was Byeonsin but wasn’t comfortable being one.”


  “What was his animal?” Laurel asked.


  “He was a dragonfly, like me.”


  “And your grandma?”


  “She’s a rat—her sense of smell is quite something. I guess my dad was disappointed he wasn’t a higher animal. I don’t know. Grandma doesn’t talk about him, ever. Not even after my blooming. She stated the necessary facts—that I had inherited the gift after her and him, and I’d been given the same animal as he. That’s all. I don’t even know what gift he had, if it was the same as mine or something else entirely.”


  “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Hannah said and put her hand on Dinesh’s shoulder. “Are you close to your grandmother?”


  “Not really. I don’t see her very often. I mean, she’s a kind person and all, but she’s very demanding. She expects me to live up to the dreams she had for my dad—to be successful, marry, provide the family with an heir and all that. Knowing I’ll never be able to do that makes it difficult for me to look into her eyes. India is a very different place than America.”


  “What do you mean with not being able to ‘do that’? You have amazing grades in school. You’re super smart, and I have no doubt that you’ll do fine in college.”


  While I had already understood what Dinesh was hinting at—the very same conundrum plagued me, too—Hannah had not quite gotten the vibe from him.


  “I’m gay, Hannah,” he said and let out a deep sigh. “There you have it, all of you. I’m an abomination in the eyes of Indian society, the worst kind of disappointment in the eyes of my family.”


  “Do they know?” I asked. I’d had my conversation about that with my mother after my breakup with Courtney. It hadn’t turned out so well, and every time Hannah or Laurel knocked on our door to see me, I could see that faint glimmer of hope in my mother’s eyes, the kind of sentiment that “maybe it was all a phase after all.” And every time Dinesh turned up, I could see the disappointment, the pain, and the question “is he a friend or a ‘friend’?” I knew exactly how difficult this was for Dinesh. Exactly. God, I miss Courtney. I miss him so much.


  “No, they don’t know. You’re the first ones I’ve ever told.”


  Laurel got up to hug Dinesh. “I know this sounds like a total cliché, but it does get better. Trust me. And you’re neither an abomination nor a disappointment. You’re a great guy, and you know it!”


  “Does your family know?” he asked, tears in his eyes. Clearly, this was very difficult for him.


  “Sure. They love Angelica. At times, I think they like her more than they like me. She’s the mature one, the responsible daughter they never had.” Laurel laughed.


  “Is Angelica Byeonsin?” Dinesh asked.


  “No, she’s not. But hey, even the sun has spots, right? I don’t think my parents care. They may both be purebred Byeonsin, but they’re very open-minded. They know that most families are of mixed background and they couldn’t care less if she’s Byeonsin or not.”


  “You’re lucky,” Hannah said. “I doubt my mom would be happy if I dated someone who wasn’t Byeonsin. She’s very orthodox that way.” She took Peter’s hand and squeezed it. He smiled at her with that bedazzled puppy look on his face. They made a cute couple.


  “I doubt I’ll ever meet someone…” Dinesh sounded downbeat.


  “Don’t say that,” I said. “There’s someone out there for all of us. Just give it time.”


  “Have you looked around, Jason?” His voice was hard and laden with pain. “It’s not like there’s an abundance of gay kids here in Amberville. We don’t even have a straight and gay alliance in school.”


  “There are others out there. I’m sure you’re not alone.” I felt my cheeks burn, and I got this strange out-of-body sensation. I was hovering above our group, looking down at myself, and I didn’t like what I saw one bit. Why wasn’t I coming out to my friends? They’d have no issue with it. Laurel was gay, or lesbian; Dinesh was gay; Peter and Hannah really didn’t mind either way. What was I so afraid of?


  I was ashamed of my own behavior. Coming out, right here, would’ve helped Dinesh so much, particularly in this moment, when he was so fragile. I’d already done the most difficult part—coming out to my mother. The next sentence transported me abruptly back into reality.


  “What about you, Jason? Are you seeing anyone?” Laurel asked innocently.


  My cheeks were still burning, but I wasn’t ready to say anything, so I simply said, “No, I’m not ready yet.”


  “Bad breakup?”


  “Something like that,” I lied. Being part of the invisible group at school had carried the advantage of not being seen by anyone. Luckily, nobody had connected the dots between Courtney moving away and me. I wasn’t sure any of my friends ever even noticed me in school before I bloomed, let alone saw me with him. For that matter, I doubt they’d paid attention to Courtney either. He was only in our school for a couple of years and hadn’t made many friends. He was terribly shy, plagued by really bad acne, his posture made him look tall and lanky, and he had literally no hairdo. I was never quite able to figure out if his lack of interest in how he presented himself was an act of self-preservation—a self-defensive shield from bullies.


  “Who was she?” Laurel was curious.


  “Nobody,” was all I offered as a response. Not really a lie, because I didn’t want to lie to my friends, but it certainly wasn’t the truth. Courtney may not have been a she, but he wasn’t a nobody either. My first love. But, like me, Courtney had been in the invisible crowd.


  Dinesh was ready to change topics. “Tell me, Jason, any clue as to your next challenge?”


  After that, we talked about my future, college, and what challenges might be in our paths, and what the year would bring. Before long, it was time for us to head home and turn in for the night. I had to get up early to drive to Springdale, to put our names on the contracts for the sale of our company. Come next week, Grandpa’s life’s work would no longer be in family hands. It was bittersweet in a way but also strangely liberating. I was sure he would approve.


  Chapter 2


  Another new moon, and I ventured out to the Naiche Municipal Wildlife Reserve. I liked the name. Mrs. Wheeler had done good. I flew most of the way; it was October now, and darkness came early, and even though it took me a while, it was better to be safe than sorry. I had decided to head out there alone. Since my friends would be unable to speak to the animals anyway, and given that there seemed to be no imminent crisis for us do deal with, I just wanted to check in with the animals, see if they’d returned to the tree: their sacred site, so important to them and their survival.


  As I approached the old oak, I was able to make out a few birds, a large deer, a couple of moles, a cat, and a fox in quiet communion. The cat was Micah—I hadn’t seen her in quite a while.


  “Good evening, Golden One,” she said as she watched me land. I morphed back into my human shape.


  “Good evening, Micah. I’m glad to see you. I thought you’d moved away with the Greens.”


  Micah cocked her head and looked at me. “Nah, I didn’t feel like moving to Arizona. Too hot for me. Besides, I’m sure they weren’t unhappy to be rid of me.”


  “Are you okay? Do you need a new home?”


  Micah was licking her left front paw and didn’t respond.


  “I don’t think we’ve met,” the fox said. “My name is Adsila. I’m honored to finally meet you, Golden One.” She lifted her paw and stretched it out to me. I shook it gently and smiled.


  “You’re most welcome, Adsila. You have a beautiful name. I’m glad I was able to help, even if it was only in the smallest of ways. You guys did most of the work, and had it not been for Naiche…” I didn’t finish my sentence. I didn’t have to. I was quite sure that word of Naiche’s sacrifice had spread throughout the entire animal kingdom, given the surreal events at his burial.


  Adsila bowed her head slightly before speaking again. “You know, Golden One, while this was a great trial for those of us around here, and we are grateful to have our sacred site back, we worry about things to come…” There was something ominous about her words.


  “Is there anything specific you’re referring to?” I asked.


  “We fear for you, Golden One,” Micah said. “You aren’t safe here.”


  This had me take a step back. Me? Unsafe? Why? The animals seemed to have read the questions on my face, as Adsila responded, “It’s the Ohana. Don’t trust them. They are dangerous.”


  “Dangerous?” I had to laugh. “But they’re Byeonsin. We’re here to help you, to make sure Mother’s creation is safe. Why would the Ohana be a danger to me? Humanity—yes, I’d accept that, but the Ohana?”


  “If the Ohana were protecting Mother, why would they endorse the drilling? Why would they facilitate land sales?” Micah offered.


  “What do you mean?”


  “That cat of yours—the chair of the local Ohana. She’s not to be trusted. She initiated the sale of the Green farm.”


  “Well,” I shrugged, “Sarah Salieri is a real-estate agent and a broker. That’s what she does, among other things. Selling a farm is not an unusual thing for a real-estate agent around here. Just a couple of weeks ago, she also helped me sell my company to a firm from Springdale. She does good work.” I didn’t want to include the conversation with Sarah after the botched opening of the first well behind the sacred site last month.


  “Open your eyes, Golden One,” Adsila said, with emphasis. “Do some research into your father’s death—”


  “What about it?” I interrupted her, getting agitated. It was weird having these creatures implicate the Ohana in anything sinister. It went against everything I’d been told these past few months, and I felt the ground beneath my feet shift—figuratively, anyway.


  “We know it was no accident, Jason,” Micah said.


  “What?” I exclaimed, louder than necessary. “No accident? How can you say such a thing?”


  A dark voice boomed next to me as the elk I had previously mistaken for a deer spoke up for the first time. “Please calm down, Golden One, listen to us.” The elk, who by his voice seemed to be an elder, remained calm but took a couple of steps closer to me. “My name is Kisecawchuck, and my mother was present when the Ohana killed your father.”


  This time, I felt as if the ground really were swaying beneath my feet, and I had to sit down. Micah and Adsila moved next to me, Micah lying down, while Adsila sat, looking at me intently, as Kisecawchuck continued to tell his story.


  “Sarah Salieri’s father was an elk, too, and in Byeonsin form, he was quite impressive to behold. That night, my mother was out by the highway, getting ready to cross it, when she noticed Mr. Salieri standing in the middle of the highway. I don’t know how they knew your father would pass by, but somehow they did, and as my mother heard the car approach, Mr. Salieri changed into his elk form, split seconds before the car’s headlights would’ve detected him.


  “Your father was a good man and would’ve never hurt any animal. So he steered the car away, while Mr. Salieri stood perfectly still. Unfortunately for your father, he swerved to the right, rather than the left, and hit a tree. He was killed instantly and didn’t suffer. Right after the crash, Mr. Salieri morphed back and disappeared down the highway.”


  I was stunned. Could this be true? Why would the animals tell me this now? I buried my face in my hands; I was having trouble breathing.


  Micah approached me and rubbed herself against my legs. “So, so, Jason, it’s okay. Let it out. Grieve for a Byeonsin hero. Your father and your grandfather were good people, genuinely helping Mother. But Mr. Salieri was corrupt. He only thought about furthering his own interests and those of his daughter.”


  “But he was never the leader of the Ohana, was he?” I looked up and stared straight into Kisecawchuck’s eyes.


  Micah answered. “No, that he wasn’t. But he pulled many strings behind people’s backs, including your grandfather’s, who was the official head of the Ohana until he died last year.”


  “But why my dad? Why didn’t they eliminate my grandfather?” I asked of no one in particular. “After all, my grandfather was the head of the Ohana even when my dad died.” The whole story made no sense.


  Kisecawchuck took another step forward and bowed his head, his huge antlers mere inches from my face. He looked straight at me. “We are simple animals, Golden One. We don’t understand politics. We also don’t lie. We don’t know why Mr. Salieri killed your father or how the Ohana is involved. My guess is that it’s about your human obsession with power.”


  “See?” I replied stubbornly. “That’s the crux, isn’t it? We Byeonsin don’t seek power. We are merely Mother’s tools, at her disposal to save Earth.”


  Kisecawchuck lifted his head and laughed, or what approximated to laughter for an elk.


  Adsila responded in his stead. “Open your eyes, Jason. You aren’t just Byeonsin. You’re also human. All of you are, and those human instincts and driving forces are an integral part of you, for better or worse. Being human is not a bad thing. Your human characteristics aren’t inherently good or bad. They are simply traits. It all comes down to how you choose to use them. Ambition can be used to further Mother’s needs, but it can also be abused to further one’s own goals and become greed in its worst form. Does that make sense?”


  The elder elk added, “Ever since Naiche introduced you to us, the animals have been in quiet debate about how to approach you, how to deal with this conundrum. Can we really trust the Golden One? Will he help us? Or will he do what is best for him?”


  “So this was all a test, huh?” I was angry, and hurt. Although, I couldn’t blame them for not trusting me. Having seen firsthand what humanity was capable of, I couldn’t really fault them for being cautious. But we were Byeonsin, not just human. We were better! Or were we?


  Kisecawchuck said, “You can call it whatever you like, Golden One. But we have come to the conclusion that we can trust you. We have been observing you and your friends. You seem to mean well. You are kind and considerate. You have a good heart, and that is all we can ask for. Which is why we have decided to confide in you, and to warn you: do not trust the Ohana! Watch your back. Be careful.”


  Adsila added, “We have appointed a guardian to protect you, to watch over you, to act as intermediary with us. She’ll alert us should anything happen that we need to know.”


  Micah!


  “Yes, me.” The old cat climbed up into my lap and lay down, purring softly.


  “Micah has the perfect cover,” Adsila said. “You can claim to have found her alone, abandoned. As a cat, she’ll raise no suspicions anywhere among humans, and since the Ohana doesn’t realize you can speak to all of us, they won’t suspect a thing—even when you do communicate because all humans talk to their pets.”


  “It was fortunate that you came here tonight,” Micah added, in between purrs. “Saved me the need to explain all of this to you. Coming straight from Kisecawchuck, the story about your father’s fate has a much bigger impact.”


  I didn’t comment on that. It still made no sense to me. Why would Sarah’s father kill my dad? She got no closer to the chair of the Ohana, nor did he. I’d have to investigate further, but how? And how could I possibly talk about all this with my friends? With Hannah? So many questions, no answers.


  I got up from the ground and took my leave from the animals. I was relieved, glad even, that they’d gotten their sacred site back, but I was deeply troubled by what I had learned.


  Chapter 3


  Hannah sat stoically through my story. I’d texted my friends and we’d gathered in Lincoln Park after school the next day. I’d told them it was important. I kept my eyes focused on her to monitor her reaction. I felt really bad for her. After all, how would I have reacted if someone had accused my grandfather of murder? I’m not sure I could’ve sat there as quietly as Hannah did.


  Peter was the first to speak when I was done. “Wow, Jason, that’s quite a story. Do you have any proof?”


  I shook my head, blushing. He wasn’t doubting me; it was a valid question. “No, Peter, I don’t. Proof might be difficult to find after so many years.” I looked over at Hannah and tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t make her hate me. “I’m not claiming that the animals spoke the truth, Hannah. I really don’t know, and I’d hate to make any unfounded accusations. I can only imagine how this must make you feel. I’m not sure I’d be as stoic having to listen to someone talk badly about my grandfather…”


  For the longest time, she didn’t say anything. She simply looked down at the ground in front of her, and I was very much afraid she might just get up and leave. The tension was palpable and the air so thick you could’ve sliced it with a knife. No one spoke; we just looked expectantly at Hannah, waiting for her to say something, anything.


  Finally, after what seemed like an eternity and with me literally hearing my heartbeat in my throat, she looked up at me, then at the others, staring each of us in the eyes. She was crying.


  “Jason…” Tears flowed down her cheeks, her mascara runny. “This isn’t the first time my family has been accused of wrongdoing. We’ve never really talked about this, but the Salieris have been in this area for a long time, at least one hundred years, before the town was officially founded. My ancestors wielded considerable influence here in Amberville, extending to Springdale and the state capital. I count mayors, sheriffs, and even state senators in my ancestry. Power has always come naturally to my family. And you know what they say about that, right? Power corrupts.” She made air quotes around the last two words.


  She took a deep breath before she continued, drying a couple of tears off her face. “I remember my grandfather as a kind and loving man, but I also know he had aspirations, so I understand what the animals are saying—that we Byeonsin do not always use our gifts exclusively in Mother’s service. My family certainly profited a lot from being Byeonsin, from learning dirty secrets to use against their human rivals and further their own cause. We’ve always rationalized it by claiming it was in Mother’s service to spy against the humans even though, in all honesty, it was mostly for our own benefit. But as long as the other Byeonsin in Amberville were also well taken care of, nobody said a word.”


  Laurel interrupted her. “But that goes against our most fundamental tenants—to further our own cause. How did your family get away with that?”


  Hannah smiled weakly. “Like every law, every rule, it is up to interpretation. We are a small town, and the regional and global Ohanas don’t care much about what’s going on here, so the local Ohana pretty much presided over how those rules were enacted. My family has always had a seat on the Ohana, now even leads the council. You do the math, Laurel. Besides, nobody really complains about the person lining your pockets with gold…”


  “And we’ve all seen how that works, even to this very day…” Dinesh added, looking at me.


  “What? Are you accusing me of accepting bribes?” That was certainly how it felt.


  “No.” Dinesh shook his head. “But the way the judge and Hannah’s mom have helped you with sending work your way and selling your company clearly indicates this is still the modus operandi of the local Ohana. It’s only really a bribe if you begin to be influenced by it, isn’t it?”


  “Let’s not get sidetracked,” Peter said. “This isn’t about Jason, or Hannah’s mom. Let’s stick to the story Jason told us and how we prove Jason’s father was indeed the victim of foul play rather than simply a tragic accident.”


  “That might be difficult,” I muttered. “Mom told me there was nothing wrong with Dad’s car. He simply and inexplicably veered off the street and hit that tree at high speed. The police were right when they said there’d probably been an animal on the road. That’s pretty much what Kisecawchuck told me. But we can’t prove that unless Hannah’s grandfather admits it.”


  “Then what are we to do with this piece of intel? Why do you think the animals gave it to you?” Peter asked.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe to tell me to be aware of foul play within the Ohana?”


  Laurel turned to Hannah. “Do you think your mother would be capable of harming Jason?”


  It was Hannah’s turn to shrug. “I don’t know. She’s already threatened him, we all know that. She’s used to having her way—we, the Salieris, are used to having our way. I hate to say it, but I can’t rule it out.”


  Peter leaned in and kissed Hannah, then hugged her, while Laurel seemed shocked by her statement.


  “I can’t believe what you just said. How do you live with that?”


  “I don’t have my mother’s ambition. I really don’t. But maybe it’s about how I met Jason, you know? Being the first one to see a golden butterfly in a lifetime? Like Santa Claus, or the Tooth Fairy—it’s one thing to believe in those magical beings, another entirely to actually meet them. It’s life-altering. It puts things in perspective.”


  Dinesh cut in. “I’m not sure I understand, because there is no such thing as a Tooth Fairy, nor is there a Santa Claus.”


  “Right,” Hannah said, a faint smile appearing on her face. “You’re absolutely right. And isn’t that how we all treated the stories about the golden butterfly? Did you guys really believe there ever was one?” She looked at Laurel, Dinesh, and Peter before continuing, “Or did you simply enjoy them as children’s stories told to all young blooming Byeonsin to help us accept our fate and the role we play in Mother’s defense?”


  Dinesh became thoughtful. “I guess, maybe?”


  Hannah pressed on. “I certainly did. And it was easy to disregard the Golden One as nothing but a Byeonsin folk tale because there was not a shred of evidence, anywhere. Not a clue, no mention in any human historical document. So when I was with Jason up by the oak that day—when he morphed for the very first time and I saw who he was, it was life-altering. It was scary. It really was as if I’d met Santa Claus for real. I panicked and ran away. I couldn’t deal with it…or the consequences.”


  “I agree.” Laurel said. “Seeing him for the first time was quite something, and even after having seen him morph a number of times now, the appearance of the Golden One is a life-shattering experience. It certainly makes you question a lot of things.”


  “What do you mean, life-shattering?” Dinesh found this all confusing. “Isn’t seeing the Golden One the ultimate affirmation that Mother’s savior is real? Doesn’t it make having faith a lot easier when you have proof?”


  Laurel had an almost pitiful expression on her face. “I envy you, Dinesh, I really do. I envy you for your natural faith in Mother, in her ability, her power. For me—and I guess it’s what Hannah is trying to say—it was the very opposite. I was quite comfortable in my belief that the Golden One was folklore, nothing but a Byeonsin Santa Claus of sorts, if that makes any sense. Where Santa Claus is a metaphor for giving and sharing, the Golden One was always, or so I perceived it, a metaphor for our ultimate task: to help Mother retain balance on Earth. I never once envisioned him to be a flesh-and-blood person, sharing the same room with me.”


  Peter concurred. “I’d have to agree with Laurel and Hannah. I always perceived stories about the Golden One the same way, as symbolic. I never once believed that there had actually ever been a golden butterfly, simply because there was no evidence thereof, and yeah, the analogy to Santa Claus isn’t far-fetched…”


  Dinesh looked even more confused than before, and I was of no help this time, so it was Hannah who tried to tackle the argument from a different angle.


  “Try to see it this way: the three of us have always lived our lives not believing in the Golden One. We simply felt it was a children’s tale, something you tell young Byeonsin to give them hope amid the chaos that blooming is for all of us.


  “If you live your life a certain way—and I am convinced that my mother, the judge, and every other Byeonsin here in Amberville didn’t believe those stories either—you see the Golden One as a symbol of the efforts of the collective, a metaphor for our triumphs throughout history. Now, try to picture these people suddenly faced with the actual, physical presence of a golden butterfly, seeing the Golden One with their own eyes, in their own town. It’s earth-shattering. Worse still, if this most important Byeonsin of all—this symbolic leader of all of us—suddenly takes on the shape of a seventeen-year-old kid from your local high school who is the grandson of your predecessor, your former rival to power in Amberville? Can you see how my mother would feel in the light of all this?”


  Dinesh’s eyes went wide as he processed the information. Finally, he said, “But why are you here, with us, and not with her?”


  “Like I said, I was the first one in town to be in the presence of the Golden One. My mother wasn’t. She was told about it—by me. And I also told her it was Jason. Every Ohana member saw Jason’s face as the Golden One long before they ever saw him as the golden butterfly. They were prepared but skeptical, and probably unnerved. And they probably felt threatened, too.”


  Dinesh still found it difficult to reconcile it all with his own belief system. “Don’t get me wrong, Jason, I know you’re not, but standing in your presence is like standing in the presence of a god. How can anyone not be impressed?”


  I shrugged. “I know what you’re trying to say, buddy. But I think I understand the others, too. And there is a huge difference between me and a deity. I’m a mere mortal. Like Hannah’s mom once said, she could easily crush me, swallow me in one gulp. You can’t do that to gods.”


  While Dinesh pondered anew, Laurel picked up the thread of where we’d begun. “So, Hannah, you think your grandpa would’ve been capable of doing this?”


  “I don’t know. I never thought my mom was capable of what she threatened Jason with, but I don’t doubt him. His appearance really rattled her cage. I think this is where we need to start—to try and learn about the past, find out what happened back then, between my grandfather and Jason’s dad. Maybe someone knows what took place. I’ll talk to my mom, and Jason, you should talk to your mother, too—see if she remembers anything that might serve as a clue.”


  Peter had an interesting idea. “Maybe we should talk to some of the older Byeonsin in Amberville, see if they remember anything? Judge Hayworth, maybe?”


  Laurel added, “If you have any old photos from your dad’s time, Jason, maybe there are pictures of him and Hannah’s grandfather somewhere?”


  “We should also look at old newspaper articles from the period,” Dinesh suggested. “You know, a couple of months prior to the accident? See if there’s anything that might serve as a clue as to what motive Hannah’s grandfather might have had?”


  Laurel nodded. “That’s a great idea. If I’m not mistaken, we used to have our own paper back then, right here in Amberville, but they were bought out by the Springdale Gazette a few years back. I’ll ask Angelica if she’ll help me dig through their archives. Stuff this old is likely not available digitally.” She sighed.


  “Can you trust Angelica with this sort of stuff?” I asked.


  “I trust her with my life, but don’t worry, Jason. I won’t tell her it’s Byeonsin. She doesn’t know. Mustn’t know.”


  “So what we’re looking for is any motive Hannah’s grandfather had for eliminating Jason’s dad,” Peter said. “And what do we do if we find something?”


  “Let’s cross that bridge once we get to it, shall we?” I suggested. I had absolutely no idea what was in store for me, but I was glad my friends were still with me on this. Particularly Hannah.
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