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        To my husband and three sons ~

        Thank you for believing in me. I couldn’t have done this without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Awakening

      

      

      

      Deep within the bowels of the earth, she stirs, awareness dawning by slow degrees until her being is flooded by it. Rooted within her consciousness like a rotten tooth is knowledge of a world plagued by indifferent beings whose wasteful pursuits have left a wake of corruption. She writhes, curling round and round in the confines of her shape, twisting in agony as a multitude of tortured voices drifts through the mantle and into her heart.

      In a moment of triumphant resolve, she wrenches away from a miasma of anguish and calls to her children, beckoning them. Like fireflies illuminating the darkness with pinpoints of light, they respond, reaching toward their mother with fierce purpose. She infuses their thoughts with her own, commanding them to rise, find the others, and begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It all began on my seventeenth birthday

      

      

      

      The sun shines through my window, piercing the crack in the curtains and managing to find my left eye. It burns through my eyelid until I wake up. I roll over and look at the clock. It’s just after seven. I could totally sleep for another ten minutes, but downstairs I hear the sound of my parents talking, and it dawns on me. Today is December third. It’s also my seventeenth birthday. A grin splits my face as the scent of cinnamon French toast snakes beneath my door, directly to my nose. My stomach rumbles in anticipation.

      I stretch my legs, relishing the little pops in my knees and ankles, and sit up. Leaning toward the window, I pull back the curtain and gaze outside, thinking about the upcoming weekend and a hike along the coast that I planned with my best friend, Beth. It’s a ritual, actually. Each year I choose a new place to hike as a celebration of my birthday. Last year we trekked into the Cascades and camped at the base of Mount Hood. This year, the sea is calling to me, and I know the only place that I want to be on Saturday is overlooking the Pacific, hoping to catch a glimpse of a seal or maybe even an Orca.

      I burrow back under the covers, having decided to take advantage of every spare minute and turn my eyes to the ceiling. My room used to have one of those cottage cheese deals, complete with odd, little hunks of plaster poking out all over, surrounded by pale pink wallpaper with daisies on it. It was so seventies, my parents never having redecorated since they bought the house years before I was born. Two summers ago, my dad and I tackled the bedroom makeover, a long-overdue project I had been whining about since I turned twelve. We spent days scraping and painting, getting dust on every surface, including ourselves. Now the ceiling is riddled with sweeps of paint in terrific patterns, and the pale, blue walls bear no resemblance to the juvenile mess they were before. It was definitely an amateur job that we did but absolutely suits me. As I look at the many imperfections, I imagine I see mythical animals, trees, and fairies, so much like looking at the clouds and finding dragons or turtles. It’s a good way to pass the time as I contemplate dragging my butt out of bed.

      I listen to the wind blowing outside, stirring up the branches of trees. A small tap against a pane of glass draws my attention, as a leaf is tossed against my window, a lone straggler hanging on until the end. This would be perfect weather to go on a hike in the woods, no rain, and relatively dry ground - for Oregon anyway.

      Hiking is not what one would call a ‘popular pastime’ for girls my age. I know this. Maybe that’s part of what makes me somewhat of an oddity among my peers. I certainly can’t talk to most of the girls at school about trailheads I long to tackle or the way the ocean pulls me. Whatever. I have no desire to fit some mold they call ‘normal’. I don’t take selfies or do much in the way of social media, really. In fact, much to Beth’s chagrin, my only social media app, and the one everyone else seems to love, is now nonexistent on my phone, having been deleted after months of nonuse so I could make space for an astronomy app instead.

      Now, I’m not some granola-loving freak or anything. I just like to be outside. When I’m in the woods or somewhere equally nature-ish, I just feel better, like I’m whole. I can’t fully describe it, though I’ve tried to explain it to Beth. She usually rolls her eyes and gives me a look that implies I’ve lost my freakin’ mind. She may claim to be a bit of a hippie chick, but all the outdoorsy stuff is not her thing. And yet, she sticks with me despite it and sometimes even lets me drag her along the trails.

      Stretching my arms to the ceiling, I yawn and roll out of bed, the minutes of freedom having gone by too quickly. As I stand up, I feel a wave of dizziness wash over me. I stagger forward, falling to my knees on the wood floor with a loud thump. My head feels like it’s spinning and my vision shifts, as though I’m looking through the bottom of a glass bottle, all distorted and strange. What the heck? Did I get up too fast? I try to shake it off, but my eyes cloud over, eclipsing the elements of my room with something else. The floor seems to tilt, and I feel my body follow the movement, shifting to the side at an awkward angle.

      And then, suddenly, I’m no longer kneeling on the floor of my bedroom. Beneath my fingers, I feel the prickly texture of grass, the blades pressing into my skin like dull needles. Blinking rapidly, my vision clears somewhat, although a strange haze remains along the edges, just there in my peripheral, making it seem as though I’m looking through a tunnel. Before me, I notice that the scenery looks very wrong. The grass I’m feeling isn’t a healthy, lush green. It is dead, mottled with yellow, and singed. Hanging over all of it is a strange smell, almost like burning death. I scan this odd dreamscape and see a dark lump just a couple of feet away. Even squinting my eyes, I can’t quite define it, though I know it’s not a rock or mound of dirt. My mind shies away from other possibilities as I shift my gaze to encompass more of the landscape surrounding me.

      Panic flutters inside when I notice more of those smallish hills of…what are they? Tentatively, I crawl forward to get a better look. Tendrils of smoke curl around the bulky form, and I reach over to wave them away. When the air stirs, a voice whispers, not quite a real sound, more like it’s from inside my head, “See.”

      The moment the word registers, I do see it. A charred, bloated mass of some once-living thing, so far gone that I can’t possibly make out what it once was. I fall backward, digging my heels into the burned grasses, scrambling away from whatever it is. The smoke that hangs in the air becomes thicker, stinging my eyes and tickling my chest until I begin to cough spastically, doubling over with the force of it until my lungs ache. Tears stream down my cheeks, brought on by the smoke and fear that is bubbling inside. What is this place? I swipe at my eyes, trying to fully clear my vision, and look around as terror takes over reason. Everywhere is death. The only things stirring are wisps of smoke in a gentle breeze that mocks the horror of this place.

      And then, just as suddenly as it came, it’s gone. I’m back on the wood floor of my room, with aching knees that are sure to show bruises before the end of the day. I slide to a sitting position against my bed and take a deep breath, “What the hell was that?” I mumble to myself.

      My heart is racing, and my brain feels fuzzy. I can still hear the echo of that voice in my head and smell a decaying scent, as though it has seeped into my pores. I am not sure how long I sit, but eventually, the world begins to right itself, my heart stops fluttering, and I begin to calm.  Like an old lady, I get to my feet, hoping another strange episode won’t wash over me again. I stand still and just breathe deeply, taking in the familiar sights and smells of my bedroom.

      Was that some lingering dream that made its way to my conscious mind? Is that even a thing? A little battle plays out internally as I wrestle with some way to explain what just happened. It was so real. One moment I was here, normal as can be, and the next I’m in some kind of Stephen King nightmare. It’s like my mind fractured, and I went to an alternate reality, only that’s something that happens in movies, not real life. When no rational explanations are forthcoming, I rub my hands over my face, trying to wipe away the images trapped inside.

      I head to the bathroom and turn on the shower, determined to get on with my day. It’s my birthday for crying out loud! I tell myself to pull it together and step under the spray of water, closing my eyes under the flow and letting it pour over me, bringing me back to myself. The stench of decay washes away with the soap, but the lingering sense of things unspoken and unknown remains.

      Eventually, the temperature begins to cool along with my racing mind. I shut off the water, watching moisture cascade across my skin in rivulets, as I try to force my thoughts to follow their path down the drain. I step out of the shower and rub vigorously with the towel, debating with myself as I scrub so hard my skin pinkens. Am I going crazy? Is this an early sign of a mental breakdown or something? Maybe I have some sort of brain tumor that has been growing for years and is only now showing signs. Ugh.

      “This is stupid, Terran. Get a hold of yourself,” I mutter. With effort, I shut away my internal analysis and finish drying off. From my closet, I grab my favorite purple V-neck shirt, hoping the soft texture and beautiful mandala printed on the front will help me center myself. A pair of jeans and a hoodie complete my ensemble, and I head back to the bathroom to brush my hair and put on a bit of eyeliner and mascara. Without these accents, I look totally washed out.

      I sit on my bed, reluctant to go downstairs just yet. What if my parents see how off I’m feeling? They’ll grill me until I tell them what happened, and then what? I mean, what did happen? I didn’t actually go to that horrifying place, did I? I just imagined it or dreamed it or something. It wasn’t real. I nod my head, squelching any crazy, mental protests. Rubbing my hands on my jeans, I tell myself it was nothing. The niggling worry fades when I’ve repeated the mantra enough, and I get up and leave my room, grabbing a sheet of paper on my way out and stuffing it in my back pocket.

      By the time I’m halfway down the stairs, the strangeness of the morning has been shoved to the back of my mind, a place where I can smother the thoughts completely. I walk into the kitchen with a growl emanating from my stomach and a small smile stamped on my face. My parents burst out with a cringy, off-key version of the birthday song. I try not to laugh as they raise their voices in a pathetic attempt at melody until the mildly embarrassing serenade becomes downright awkward.

      I hold my hands up as they begin to belt out, ‘Are you one? Are you two?’ “Okay, okay. Thank you for the song, but let’s not take it too far.”

      “Happy birthday!” my mom croons, wrapping her arms around me.

      Being adopted, my mom and I look nothing alike, aside from our stature. While my mom’s wavy hair is so dark it’s almost black, mine is red and straight to such a degree that it won’t hold a curl for more than five minutes. Unlike my mom’s rich, brown eyes, I’ve got the stereotypical green ones that seem to be allotted to every redhead. Combine that with my smooth, pale complexion, strangely freckle-free for a redhead, and I look totally Irish. We’re the same height now, and as I look into her soft visage, I kind of wish I knew what I might look like when I’m in my fifties.

      I glance at my dad, who swoops in to capture me in one of his famous bear hugs. As I crane my head back, I catch a glimpse of his bald spot reflecting the kitchen light between strands of graying hair. His well-padded frame crushes me, and I half squeak, half giggle to let him know my lungs are beginning to collapse.

      He pulls away and grins down at me. “I don’t know about you, Eleanor, but she’s looking older to me.” His eyes crinkle in his freshly shaven face.

      Mom swats him playfully. “Let her eat, Mike. I made your favorite, sweetie.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” I look at the towering plate of French toast sitting in the middle of the table next to a bowl of fruit. “Um, are we inviting the neighbors over or something? ‘Cause that’s a lot of food.”

      My dad sits down, forking a couple of slices onto his plate. “Your mom got a little carried away. I think she’s trying to fatten us up.”

      “Stop it, you two.” I watch her turn off the griddle and join us at the kitchen table. “What time will you be home today? I’ve made reservations at The Hacienda for six.”

      I love Mexican food. To me, there is nothing better than a cheese enchilada smothered in sauce with a side of beans and rice. Top that with fresh guacamole, and I’m in gastronomical heaven. “Yum, I can’t wait!” I respond, talking around a huge forkful of French toast. “I should be home by four. Beth and I plan to go out for a smoothie after school.”

      “Don’t eat with your mouthful, Terran. It’s not polite,” Mom admonishes.

      I can feel my cheeks redden as I mumble an apology into my napkin.

      “Do you need some money?” she asks, reaching for her purse.

      I hold out my hand. “Have I ever turned down an offer of some cash?”

      “Actually, no,” she replies, digging out a ten and handing it to me. “Is this enough?”

      “Yep. Thanks!” I say, stuffing it into my back pocket while taking out a folded sheet of paper and handing it to her. She smiles and sits back down, opening it to look at the latest watchdog list of companies that are shifting to sustainable palm oil sources. While I’ve never asked her to boycott any brands, that would be counterproductive, I try to educate my parents, and they humor me. I see her nod as she looks at the familiar names of brands she buys, reaching the top of the scorecard.

      “I see a couple of my favorites are making better choices,” she remarks.

      “Yeah,” I say after swallowing a bite of goodness. “It’s going in the right direction.”

      “I’m proud of you, sweetie. You’re wise beyond your years. I know when I was your age, I never thought about stuff like this.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      We sit in silence for a few minutes, the only sound being forks and knives clinking and soft chewing noises. As I eat, I feel my mom’s stare and look over at her. “What?”

      Her head is slightly cocked to the side, wrinkles creasing her brow. “I don’t know. You just look different, something in the eyes, maybe?” She shakes her head, musing over her comment. “It must be you getting another year older. Where has the time gone?”

      My parents’ voices fade into the background as they reminisce about my younger days. I don’t know how many times I’ve heard them tell the story about the day I tried to steal twelve packs of bubblegum by stuffing it into my underwear because I had no pockets. I would’ve gotten away with it too if the bulkiness hadn’t caused me to waddle. I shake my head, recalling how I worried I was about the threat of going to jail when my mom hauled me back into the store to return the gum.

      My dad launches into another embarrassing memory, and I let their conversation drift until it becomes white noise. Inside, I’m feeling a strangeness come over me as I think about what my mom said and what happened this morning. Could I be terminally ill or having a psychological breakdown? Can you look at someone and see they’re crazy or suffering from an incurable disease? The French toast sits in my stomach like a ball of lead, my appetite completely gone.

      I stand up and rinse off my plate, leaning around the counter to put it in the dishwasher. My hands are shaking, and I flex my fingers to rid myself of the tremors. I have just grabbed my backpack and purse when Beth calls.

      I pick up my cell phone. “Hey, Beth.”

      “Happy Birthday, Terran!”

      “Thanks! Are you picking me up today?” Did my voice sound a little desperate?

      “Duh…of course! I’ve got a surprise for you that you’re gonna flip over! I’m on my way, see you in a couple.”

      “See ya!” I say, hoping the forced enthusiasm will take over completely. It’s my birthday, and I should be happy. Everyone expects me to be happy. They don’t need to be hearing about any mental breakdown stuff. Ugh.

      A few minutes later, I give my parents hugs, dodging my dad’s attempt to squeeze the breath out of me, and paint my face in a smile, before heading toward the front door. Inside, where they can’t see, I feel a prickling sensation crawling up my neck. Something has changed this morning, whether I want to acknowledge it or not. I can feel it, and, clearly, my mom sees it too. I’m not quite the same.

      Beth honks the horn, jarring me out of my circle of worry, and I dash out of the house, waving to my parents on my way out, and hop into Beth’s Prius.

      “Hey, Beth.”

      “Happy birthday,” she squeals, leaning over to hug me.

      The contact acts as a balm, it’s always been that way when we’re together. I let her happiness wash over me, giving me the push I need to block out everything but my excitement. “So, what’s this surprise I’m gonna flip over?”

      “Ha, like I’m going to tell you. You’ll just have to wait. I want to get to school first and make sure I have enough time to give it to you rather than just hand it off. You’ll understand when you see it. Plus, my mom will kill me if I’m tardy and she gets another one of those messages from Mrs. Snyder again.”

      “Aw! Can’t I just open it now? Pretty please?” I clap my hands together and give her puppy eyes.

      Beth looks over at me, an eyebrow cocked. “Really? When has that ever worked on me?”

      I give an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. I’ll wait. But it’s my birthday, and you’re supposed to do whatever I want.”

      “Nice try.”

      I frown, an expression that’s completely ruined when I can’t hold it, and then turn up the radio. I’m a sucker for eighties music. I blame my mom for this. I’m sure I even heard classic eighties tunes in the womb, which probably wired my brain to love that neon-ridden era. The Bangles’, Hazy Shade of Winter, pours through the speakers as I sing along. Winter has yet to make its appearance, but I can feel the chill in the air. The song seems appropriate. Beth joins me in the chorus, and we bop our heads and tap the rolling drumbeat the few blocks to school.
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        * * *

      

      Roosevelt High School isn’t so bad. I keep a low profile and do pretty well. Of course, there are the typical social hurdles that I can’t always avoid, which usually end up with me pretending interest in things that bore me or mumbling something somewhat incoherent. I’m not what you would call a popular person, sort of quiet really, but plenty of people in this sea of teenagery know me as I walk the halls. That’s small-town life for you. Honestly, I’m more of a watch and listen kind of girl than a jump into a conversation sort. I’ve never enjoyed mingling with people I don’t know and would rather get lost in the woods than go to a party. And don’t get me started on talking in front of the class, that’s the worst. I sound like some bumbling idiot and sweat profusely the whole time. Mortifying. So I stick with my small group of friends, and we keep low on the social radar.

      I have known Beth forever. Our moms were friends long before we were born. Celeste Ordell and Eleanor Kelly had made plans to have baby girls who would become inseparable, and that’s precisely how it turned out. I guess it was fate. We’ve so many shared memories that we may as well be sisters. Beth’s mom is into all sorts of new age stuff, and Beth is just like her. I swear if I ever want an astral reading or something, I know just who to see!

      We park in the student lot and sit in the car singing another ballad until the song ends. We’ve made good time, having avoided getting stuck behind a bus picking up kids every ten feet, as we’ve experienced too many times before. Beth turns down the radio and looks at me. “Okay, are you ready for your surprise?”

      “No. I think I’d like to sit here and wonder about it some more,” I reply, running my fingers along my chin.

      Beth rolls her eyes. “Close your eyes and hold out your hands.”

      “Seriously? What are we, like five or something?”

      “Just do it!”

      I sigh and dutifully hold out my hands. I can hear Beth rummaging behind my seat, and then feel her place something in my hands. My brows crease. It’s light and obviously paper, but definitely not a book.  The texture feels rough and thick.

      “Can I open my eyes now?” I ask, unable to keep the curiosity out of my voice.

      I hear Beth chuckle as she says, “Open sesame.”

      It looks like a scroll, that’s the only thing that I can think of when I see it. The paper, some kind of paper anyway, is rolled up into a tube. I give Beth a questioning glance.

      “Go on, unroll it,” she urges.

      I slowly unroll the paper, and as I do, I can feel a prickly sensation flare up and wrap around my head like tentacles. The paper is stiff, but not old. As it slowly uncurls, I see it’s some kind of chart like the ones I’ve seen at Beth’s house so many times. There are strange symbols around a circular form, and under this is a full narrative.

      “What is it?” I ask, leaning forward to look at the tiny details in the circle.

      “It’s your natal chart. My mom and I made it for you. She’s been teaching me all about this stuff. Yours is the first one I’ve done, well, with her help.”

      I look at her and smile. “Yeah? Thank you, Beth! So, umm, what’s it mean? What are all these symbols?”

      She pulls the paper to center it between us above the gearshift. “All of this has to do with when you were born and planet alignment and such. I know you’ve been into astronomy lately, so I thought you’d like to know which planet you’re ruled by and what it all means.”

      “Totally! Which planet am I?”

      “Uranus.” She says this like a twelve-year-old boy.

      I glance back at the paper, a look of distaste on my face. “Seriously? My planet is an anus?”

      Beth cracks up, laughing so hard it ends in a fit of snorting. “It’s not really Uranus. I just had to see your reaction.”

      I give her a look. “Thanks.”

      She wipes her eyes and catches her breath. “Oh, that was funny.”

      “Ha-ha,” I say in a snarky voice.

      “Okay,” Beth says, pulling herself together. “You’re actually Neptune in Sagittarius in the ninth house.”

      “You do realize that is totally confusing, right?”

      Beth chuckles. “Yeah, I know. So down here,” she points to the narrative at the bottom. “Is a whole explanation of what each part means. Basically, you’ve got a ton of mystical power. It’s pretty cool, actually.”

      I look over the symbols again, running my fingers along the rough paper, feeling the indentations. “So, this is kind of like a map of who I am?”

      “Pretty much.”

      Much to my surprise, I’m totally captivated by the figures on the chart. Their circular formation draws my eye over and over, and I find myself feeling lost in it for a few moments. Finally, I pull my attention away and give Beth a brilliant smile. “This is the best gift. Could I come over tomorrow so we can go over it with your mom? I really want to understand what it all means.”

      “Totally!”

      I roll up the paper, careful not to bend the edges, and place it on the back seat, so it doesn’t get squished by my legs or backpack. Beth cranks up the radio while we wait for the bell to ring. I let the music wash over me as I close my eyes. However, inside, I still see those strange markings, some seeming to flash in my mind as they mix with images from the episode I experienced this morning. Part of me wonders if it’s all connected.
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        Planetary predestination?

      

      

      

      Going to Beth’s house the next day is like entering another world, one filled with granola and hanging herbs, while a sitar strums in the background. It’s a funky place, but I always feel a sense of ease when I walk through the door. Perhaps it’s the incense that’s always burning or the feng shui vibe, but I inevitably feel like the weight of my life is lifted as I cross the threshold.

      Beth’s mom is a wispy thing. Barely topping five-foot-two in heels, she typically wears flowing dresses that are right out of some hippie-love-fest clothing catalog. Her hair, blond and hanging to her hips, is always down but somehow manages to look soft and flowing, whereas my red strands just get tangled and stringy.

      She sweeps toward me as Beth closes the door behind us. “Terran! Happy birthday, my dear!” As she pulls me in for a peck on the cheek, I catch a whiff of a scent that is purely hers, flowery but not too sweet.

      “Hi, Celeste.” She’s always insisted I call her by her first name.

      “Come into the kitchen. I just baked some cookies, a new recipe I’m trying with carob chips and walnuts.”

      Beth and I follow her into the kitchen, a cheery place of yellow walls and lots of sunlight. One corner of the room is devoted to her herb collection, overflowing from pots or dried and hanging from the hooks that dot the ceiling. I pull out a tall stool and sit at the island, reaching for a cookie. I look at it skeptically, never much of a fan of carob chips as they just can’t compare to real chocolate, but I’m used to sampling Celeste’s concoctions and take a bite. They aren’t terrible, just not a chocolate chip cookie, so I chew gamely and finish it off while Beth makes us some tea.

      “Hey, Mom. Terran wants to go over her natal chart.”

      Celeste’s eyes sparkle as I pull it out and unroll it onto the kitchen island. “I’d love to go over it with you. Yours is actually quite unique.”

      Beth grabs four river rocks from a windowsill and places one on each corner. I lean in as Celeste begins. “Your natal chart is like a roadmap to who you are. It can show you strengths and weaknesses and can help you understand your life path.”

      “So, it’s kind of like fortune-telling?”

      “No, not like that. Though I can give you a palm reading later if you’d like.” Celeste winks at me. I knew she’d been studying how to do that for the last year because Beth mentioned that she was officially starting to practice. “When you were born, the planets were aligned in a certain way as the earth orbited the sun. It is this alignment that shapes your understanding of the world and the direction your life will take. You are ruled by Neptune, in the ninth house, with a ruling sun sign in Sagittarius. Neptune is characterized by creativity and idealism. People in the ninth house often have psychic abilities, especially when combined with Neptune as the ruling planet.”

      I have to smother a snort as I mentally scoff at the idea that planets and alignment have given me some kind of psychic ability. The only thing remotely psychic about me is knowing I need to leave a ten-minute buffer before entering the bathroom after my dad. Putting on my poker face, I lean in and give Celeste my attention.

      The next hour is spent going over each symbol in my chart and its meaning. Beth chimes in often, having been learning alongside her mother as they created my chart. It’s a bit overwhelming as they tell me about the pros and cons of each piece of a map, which they claim, define who I am. I know that I will only remember portions of their explanations and am thankful for the summaries at the bottom of my chart.

      As Celeste is wrapping up the last bits of information, she pauses and says, “An unusual aspect of your chart is the path you will take in your life. You have strong intuition and a deep connection to the earth, which I am not at all surprised to see, but there is uncertainty here. Without a conscious effort on your part to see and embrace truth, you could get lost in your dreamy optimism.”

      I’m taken aback by that comment, as I’ve always thought of myself as a doer. “Do you mean that I’m kind of a flake and won’t see things through?”

      Celeste laughs, a tinkling sound totally in tune with her persona. “Not at all. What I mean is that you can’t let your ideology keep you from acting. Sometimes, reality is hard to face, and it may be up to you to be a voice of reason and a person of action.”

      It’s an interesting assessment of my character, and I don’t totally buy into it. However, I can’t argue that most of what my chart says is spot on. I carefully roll it up and put it with my purse so I won’t accidentally leave it behind. When offered, I eat another cookie, smothering a giggle when Beth wags her eyebrows at me as I try to resist a grimace over the utter lack of real chocolate.

      Celeste drifts out of the room, heading to her little greenhouse in the backyard. Beth sits next to me, pouring me another cup of chai tea laced with lots of honey.

      Setting her mug on the counter, she asks, “What time do you want to hike on Saturday?”

      Being one of those people who relish sleep, I have no desire to wake up at the crack of dawn to get started. “I’m thinking that we could leave at ten and grab breakfast on the way to the trailhead.”

      “Cool. Want to go to The Broken Yolk and pick up some bagel sandwiches and cocoa?”

      I smile at the thought. “Oh my God, yes!”

      I pull out a trail map and go over the loop I’d like to hike. It should take us to some beautiful viewpoints, and I plan on snapping lots of photos to mark the day. As we chat, thoughts of my natal chart flit through my brain. According to what Celeste said, I have a strong bond with nature, on an almost mystical level. This makes sense, and she mentioned that she’s not surprised by it. I’ve always felt more at home in the woods than walking the concrete streets of my town, and it’s kind of cool to think that this affinity is predestined or something.

      I wonder if my birth parents were like me. I’ve always known I was adopted, my mom having been unable to get pregnant after years of trying. My parents even bought me a book all about being adopted when I was five. But there’s always been a piece of who I really am that’s missing from my life. Of my birth family, I know nothing. I was surrendered at the hospital, and whoever gave me away didn’t give anyone any information. Sometimes, I catch myself staring at people who look like me and wonder if we’re related. Does my birth mom ever think of me? Does she wonder where I ended up? Does she even care? I give myself a mental shake. These thoughts always ramp up around my birthday, and I know better than to dwell on them.

      Beth and I chat about the weekend while pulling up the most recent weather forecast. It looks like it’ll be a nice day, which just adds to my excitement. While I’m game to hike in just about any weather, Beth has a strong preference for the dry and sunny versus rain-slicked trails of mud. We wrap up our plans, and I’m about to leave when Celeste comes back inside. “Terran, how about that palm reading before you go?”

      “Sure!”

      We head into the cozy living room, and she pats the spot next to her on a sofa covered in a crazy pattern of colorful afghan throws. I sit down and hold out my left hand, palm up.

      Celeste strokes her hands over my palm and smiles at me. “I’m new to chiromancy, so bear with me.”

      “Chiromancy?”

      “Oh, that’s the name for palmistry. It’s been around for thousands of years, since the ancient Hindus. You’ll have to forgive me if I fumble with this.” She smiles at me and then leans over my open palm, smoothing out the creases and looking at each line etched in my skin.

      I watch silently as Celeste looks me over with great care. Beth sits across from us, and I know that she’s probably been dabbling in this art along with her mother. Those two are so alike. Celeste reaches for my right hand and places them side-by-side, palms up. I can see her brow wrinkle as she looks closely at a couple of the creases.

      “What is it?” I ask, feeling a strange anxiety wash over me.

      “I’m not sure. It’s strange. First off, you’re a fire hand.”

      I look hard at my hands. “Is that bad?”

      “No, it just means that you are a leader with a clear vision.”

      I can’t help laughing. “I am definitely not the leader-type!”

      Celeste looks up at me. “Sometimes we don’t choose our roles, Terran. Many leaders in history didn’t start out as such.”

      “Uh-huh. So, what do you see in my future?”

      Her eyebrows rise as she considers my question. “Your future seems to be tied to a fate you have no control over. You will have a long life, but your immediate future appears uncertain. See the faint breaks here?” she asks, and I lean forward to get a better look. “The majority of people have a continuous line, but yours has points of fracturing, never a full disconnect, but as though you may not have a precise path.”

      “Should I be worried?” Honestly, after what happened yesterday morning, I’m getting kind of freaked out by what she’s saying. Maybe I should tell her about that whole incident.

      “No, you have nothing to worry about. After all, I’m a total newbie and could be reading this all wrong!”

      Beth laughs as her mom shakes her head and folds my hands closed. But I don’t join in the revelry. This whole experience, from what happened yesterday to my birth chart and the palm reading, has got me spooked.

      My voice shakes as I decide to talk about the strange vision I had. “Celeste?”

      She looks at me, smiling. “Yes?”

      “Um. Have you ever had, like, visions, or anything?”

      “Visions?”

      I look at Beth, who’s watching me with a perplexed expression. “Um. Yeah, like have you ever been one place one moment and another the next?”

      “I can’t say that I have, though I’ve experienced déjà vu many times. Can you tell me more about what you mean?”

      Licking my lips and clenching my hands, I begin telling them what happened. “I got up yesterday and felt really dizzy. I mean, so dizzy that I actually lost my balance and ended up on the floor. But the weirdest thing was that one second I was on the floor and the next I’m kneeling on some grass that feels all sharp and crisp, and there’s a terrible smell all around me.”

      I stop and look at the two of them, hoping to glean whether they think I’ve totally lost my mind. But their expressions show no judgment, only curious worry. With a sigh of relief, I continue. “And I heard a voice.”

      “What did it say?” Beth asks.

      “See.” They are quiet after I say this. I wait, hoping that they don’t look at me like I’ve turned into a freak.

      “And did you see something?” Celeste asks. When I nod my head, she continues. “What exactly?”

      “Death. Everywhere there was death. It was awful. The smell and smoke overpowered everything. All around me were these lumps of…of…well, I don’t know what they once were, but they had been living things at some point. It felt like I was trapped in a nightmare landscape, only there was something familiar about it like maybe I have been there before. Just as quickly as it came, it was gone. I was back in my room as though nothing had changed.”

      After a few seconds of silence, Celeste speaks up. “I wonder if you have some type of psychic connection to something. This would fall in line with your natal chart. You are deeply in sync with the mystical, Terran.”

      Beth gets up and sits next to me. She takes my hand and gives it a squeeze. “Are you okay?”

      I lean my head on her shoulder. “Yeah, it was just bizarre. Nothing like that has ever happened before. With all of the stuff we’ve talked about, though, I wondered if it was connected.”

      “I think you should keep a journal,” Celeste says as she gets up and heads to the secretary in the corner of the room. Opening it, she rifles through a cubby and pulls out a beautiful book.

      I look down at the cover when she hands it to me. It’s covered in a series of intricate designs that remind me a little of the symbols on my birth chart. I open it and see that it’s filled with blank pages, thicker than regular paper, and soft to the touch. “Are you sure you want me to have this? It looks really special.”

      Celeste nods. “I think it would be a good idea to keep a record. If you have another vision, put it in the journal, and we can analyze it together. Perhaps it will help us understand what you’re experiencing.”

      As strange as it is, I feel better having this, though I hope to never have another episode. “Thank you. For everything, I mean. Today has been perfect.”

      Celeste leans forward and kisses my cheeks. “You’re very welcome, sweetie.”

      Beth wraps an arm around my shoulders, giving me a half-hug. It feels good to be here, to have shared that strange experience. Eventually, the conversation drifts to simpler things, and I embrace the feeling of normalcy.
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        And then things got really weird

      

      

      

      On Saturday morning, I wake up at nine and lie in bed, relishing the ability to lounge around in the morning. The sun is shining, a noteworthy event in Oregon, and it’ll be a perfect day for a hike. After wasting about twenty minutes, I get up and get ready for the day with a quick shower. I put on my favorite pair of cargo pants, wool sweater, and thick socks to protect me from the chilly December breeze, and head downstairs to fill a water bottle before Beth arrives. My mom is sitting in the living room, sipping a cup of coffee and reading a book, typical mom behavior, while my dad is still sound asleep.

      “Hey, Mom.” She looks up as I open the cupboard and grab my Kermit the Frog water bottle. It’s childish and corny, but anyone who doesn’t like Kermit has some kind of mental defect, in my opinion.

      “Is Beth picking you up soon?”

      “Yeah, she should be here in a few minutes.”

      My mom begins to get up. “Aren’t you going to eat some breakfast? I could make you oatmeal.”

      “No need. Sit back down with your book. We’re heading to The Broken Yolk on the way to the coast.”

      She smiles. “Sounds like a good plan.”

      I put some ice in the bottle and am filling it with water when I hear Beth’s car horn give a quick beep. “Oh, gotta go!”

      I hug her and head out. “Bye, Mom!”

      “Have fun!” She calls out while the front door closes.

      The air is crisp as I jog down the steps to Beth’s car. Opening the door, I hear the crooning sound of Eddie Vedder’s voice as he belts out Daughter. Beth’s soprano mixes with his, and I join in as soon as the door closes. She turns to me, singing at full volume as I lean in to match her word for word. We laugh, and she turns down the volume.

      “Ready to hike?”

      “Hell, yes.”

      We stop and grab breakfast to go and make the thirty-minute drive to the Cape Falcon Trailhead, sipping our cocoa throughout the ride so we can finish it before the hike. It’s about a two and a half-mile walk with incredible viewpoints. Parking the car in the tiny lot, we hop out and grab a small pack Beth keeps in the car, stuffing the bag of food into it to enjoy later. The sun is peeking in and out of the clouds, promising a rain-free day.

      As we walk into the forest, a sense of peace steals over me. My shoulders relax, and I take deep breaths of the fresh air. It is insanely green, with rocks and trees covered in a carpet of moss among a profusion of ferns. Being a temperate rainforest, the ground is always moist and lush. I look at Beth and grin.

      She nudges my shoulder. “You know, you’re just as granola as my mom, going gaga for the outdoors like you do.”

      I stick my tongue out at her. “I may be a forest geek, but I draw the line at carob chips instead of chocolate. So, your mom clearly outranks me in the hippie factor.”

      Beth cocks an eyebrow. “Can’t argue that.”

      The ground beneath our feet is slightly depressed with each step, muffling our passage through the trees. As we head deeper into the forest, it becomes quiet, giving me time to connect with everything around me. It is as I’m focusing on the birdsong that I trip on a root and land on my knees.

      “See.”

      “What?” I say as I turn to Beth, who is a few steps behind.

      “I said, are you okay?”

      I pause, hands pressed to the damp ground covered in layers of pine needles. It wasn’t Beth’s voice that I heard. Am I going crazy? Was it the same thing I heard on the morning of my birthday? I listen closely, waiting to see if I hear it again. But it is silent.

      Beth reaches down and pats my back. “Hey, are you all right?”

      “Yeah, just a little wet. I’m such a klutz.” I get up slowly, brushing the dirt from my pants as I shake my head. “You can’t take me anywhere.”

      “I know. But I do anyway.” She tilts her head in thought. “What does that say about me?”

      I chuckle. “Probably that you’re a little crazy.”

      “Maybe you’re the crazy one, and I’m just using you for a clinical study.”

      “Ha-ha!”

      “Come on, psycho, let’s get going,” she says as she pulls me along until we are walking side by side on the narrow path.

      As our stride eats up the ground, I want to tell her about the voice I heard, but I’m strangely reluctant. It must be my imagination, not some odd mystical connection like Celeste implied. Or maybe I’m developing early schizophrenia, in which case it’s better not to say anything until I’m so far gone that I need to be medicated or put in a padded room. I decide to keep quiet and wait. Maybe it won’t happen again.

      The view from Falcon Point is breathtaking. Beth and I sit down close to the edge of the peninsula and pull out our breakfast. It’s still lukewarm, having been kept in a thermal bag inside her backpack. I unhook my water bottle from my belt and take a few sips before sinking my teeth into the most delicious egg and cheese on a poppy bagel.

      The sun stuck with us, and we are rewarded with a panorama of an ocean that seems to go on forever. From up here, we can see points of land jutting into the waves, some of which have trees that hang over the thrashing water. A little farther out are huge rocks that stand sentry in the ocean, towering above waves that slowly carve away at their base. With the sunlight, the water looks so blue today topped with foam as currents travel in their rhythm. As I chew, I look over at Beth and give her a huge smile.

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, I know. You’re totally blissed out right now.”

      I nod vigorously. Being out here is like coming home.

      The wind picks up after a bit, biting at us through our layers until it finally drives us to get up and head back to the car. December is not the best time to hike along the coast, but I felt I needed to be here, like the sea was calling to me. We pack up our wrappers, and I take a swig of my water before hooking it onto my belt. Wiping off the seat of my pants, I walk to the precipice for the last look. My gaze travels across the blue expanses, and my lungs fill with the salty air. I close my eyes to savor the moment, and when I open them, everything has changed.

      “See.”

      The gently rocking waves are gone, replaced by an ocean of roiling water. An acrid stench of rotted fish fills my nose as raging wind plasters my sweater against my body. There is a vague sense of pain in the soles of my feet, a dull throbbing that niggles in the back of my mind as I watch the bodies of seals bubble to the surface of the water, their skin a mass of blisters as though they have been boiled alive.

      Tears sting my eyes as I take in the vastness of the raging sea, now a poisonous body of water. Everything is dead or dying. The haunting sound of a whale’s scream seems to travel from the depths into my mind, as I vainly cover my ears to block the noise. It is then that I look down and see my bare feet, hiking boots gone, rooted on the smoldering remains of seagrass. Swinging around, I look for Beth, but she’s gone. I am alone.

      On some level, I know it’s a hallucination, but it’s so real. I can feel the heat of the ground, smell the burn, and the stink of death. As I look on, eyes welling with tears, I notice a thick layer of oil covers the sea’s surface. Atop it, a flock of gulls flounder, flapping their wings in a desperate attempt to free themselves of the sludge that is trying to pull them under, before they sink beneath the muck, feathers coated in black oil, weighing them down.

      The shoreline is littered with the dead, dozens of dolphins, seals, fish, birds, and other marine life, some of their bodies unrecognizable things. In horror, I watch as a leatherback sea turtle slowly drags its enormous body from the suffocating water. Its shell is a grotesque mass of black ooze. It lies exhausted, just beyond the lapping black waves, its mouth opening and closing as though gasping for air that it cannot find until it finally shudders and lies still.

      All around me is death and decay, a world on fire, swollen with waste so thick that every living thing beneath the surface is in the final throes of agony. I can feel it. In my heart, pummeling my brain, every gasp, and convulsion, each spark of life that withers under this unbearable onslaught. And it doesn’t stop. The inhuman screams bubble up from the earth until they pound at my skull. I grab at my head, desperate to get free of it, but it is as though it’s coming from inside of me, and there is no escape.

      I must have been screaming. My throat feels raw when the scene shifts again, and I feel Beth shaking me. I collapse onto the ground, curling into a ball, covering my eyes so that I don’t see anymore. It takes me a few moments to realize the smell of decay is gone, and the wind has died. The ground I lie upon is no longer a burning mass.

      Beth’s shaking is so forceful that my teeth clack together painfully. I hear the panic in her voice. “Terran! Terran, wake up!”

      I open my eyes and look at her through a blur of tears. “Oh, Beth.”

      Beth wraps her arms around me. “What was that? You just started screaming. What’s happening to you?”

      I swallow hard. “I had a vision. Everything was dead or dying. It was so awful. They were screaming, all of those creatures were screaming in pain and terror.” Hoarse sobs burst from my mouth, cutting off my words. I can feel Beth stroking my back in rhythmic circles. I concentrate on the sensation of her hands. I don’t know what’s happening to me. Am I going crazy? This vision was so real. I could see, smell, and feel everything. My heart still aches from the horror of watching so many lives violently snuffed out.

      “Terran, talk to my mom about it. I think she can help you.”

      “Okay,” I mumble into the crook of my arm. “Will you help me up?”

      Beth stands up and then reaches down to slide her arms under me. I make it to my knees and pull myself up with her help. My legs wobble as I stand. Once I feel stable, I take a few deep breaths to center myself and then let go of Beth. I look into the horizon, now beautiful in the light of day, just a blue expanse of sea. It calms me to see it.

      I can hear the worry in her voice when she asks, “Are you ready to head back?”

      Nodding, I take a deep breath. “Yeah. Let’s go talk to your mom.”

      “Shouldn’t I take you home first? I mean, maybe you need to go to the doctor or something.”

      The thought of telling my parents about any of this sends ice through my veins. “No. I can’t talk to them about this. Not yet.” I can see Beth’s indecision. “Please, Beth. Let’s just keep this between us, and your mom. Okay?”

      Beth agrees, wrapping her arm around my shoulder. “Yeah. Okay.”

      The hike to the trailhead is quiet. I can’t talk about what I saw, not yet. As we pass under the canopy of green, I put all of my energy in being present. This is real. This is the world I live in. By the time we reach the car, I’m feeling more normal, sort of. I know I’ll be ready to share my experience with Celeste. Being so connected with the mystical, I hope she can help me understand.
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        Well, that’s not the answer I was hoping for

      

      

      

      Celeste is in the kitchen using her mortar and pestle when we walk through the door. Beth calls out to her, and she joins us in the living room. I park myself on the sofa, leaning into the softness, letting the stress leach into the cushions. Beth settles next to me, grasping my hand as Celeste enters the room.

      “Hey, you two,” she starts and then stops to look at me. “Terran, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      Beth speaks up before I muster the energy to open my mouth. “She had a vision when we were on the edge of the Cape Falcon Trail. It was like she was somewhere else, and she came out of it screaming.”

      Celeste reaches over and strokes her hand across my face. “Oh, sweetie. Can you tell me about it?”

      I slowly open my eyes and tilt my head toward her. “I can talk about it.” I pause, taking a moment to collect my thoughts. “I was looking out at the view. It was such a perfect day that I closed my eyes to savor the moment. And then I heard it again.”

      “The voice?” Celeste asks.

      “Yes,” I say, and describe what I saw. I pause, looking at them. “It was so horrible. I could feel it.”

      No one says anything when I stop talking. I know that Celeste is thinking about what my vision could mean. It’s a relief to have shared it. I almost feel like I am sharing the burden by telling both of them.

      Finally, Celeste breaks the silence. “Don’t you think we should tell your parents about the things you’ve been seeing and hearing?”

      “No! You can’t tell them!”

      Celeste shifts away from the outrage in my voice. “Terran, they should know what’s going on with their daughter.”

      I shake my head while clenching my hands. “No. No one is telling them, not until I figure this out. Please, Celeste. I just…I can’t talk to them about this stuff.”

      She considers what I’ve said. “All right, but I really think they should know.”

      “I’ll say something when I’m ready. For now, can’t we figure this out together?”

      Celeste is reluctant but capitulates. “Okay. If this isn’t a strange side effect from a medical condition,” she says, giving me a look that implies this is something I should consider. “I think we need to analyze each aspect of these experiences. It is clear that the voice you’ve heard and the visions are connected.” She nods as she says this, as though confirming her statement. “The question is why you’re suddenly experiencing these things and what it could mean. Do you have any sense of the voice?”

      I’m not sure what she’s asking. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, does it seem to be malevolent or something dark?”

      I consider that. “No. I don’t get any sense that it’s evil or anything. The voice is just there, almost as though it’s pleading with me, but what I see is horrifying. So, maybe it’s an evil thing. I don’t know.”

      “Hm. I wonder if whatever is reaching out to you is trying to help you in some way. You know, Terran, I am a firm believer in the idea that we share this world with beings human history has deemed legend or myth.”

      My eyes bug a little. It just sounds a bit hokey. “You mean like faeries or trolls or something?”

      She laughs lightly. “Well, I suppose. Yes, it could be something humans have categorized as that, creating stories to explain the unexplainable. Just take a moment to consider all of the things we, as a species, didn’t know five hundred years ago, two hundred years ago, or even fifty years ago. All I’m saying is there could be a great deal that has fallen into the realm of myth simply because we don’t realize it has always been there, living among us but apart.”

      Part of me wants to completely dismiss what Celeste is saying, but the other part, that piece of who I am that has always secretly believed in unicorns, reaches toward the implausible. “Could one of these beings be trying to connect with me? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I think it’s a possibility. And if they are, if they are the ones giving you these strange visions, perhaps they are warning you of something. Or maybe they need your help in some way.”

      I find that last part hard to believe. “I wouldn’t be any kind of help. I’m not that impressive of a person.”

      Celeste reaches over and strokes my cheek. “I think you are. And I know Beth does too.”

      Beth wraps an arm around my shoulder, giving me a comforting squeeze. “You’re much more than you give yourself credit for, Terran.”

      I still find all of this too strange for words. Maybe I should’ve just gone to the ER and gotten a CAT scan. “Fairies?”

      They both laugh at my expression. “Who knows?” Beth says. “Whatever is going on, it hasn’t hurt you. It’s just caused you to experience some awful stuff. But I agree that the voice and the visions are a sign of something reaching out to you. Maybe you need to listen closely and answer.”

      That’s a frightening idea. What if this thing, whatever it is, really does mean me harm? What if it is some evil spirit trying to torment me? I sigh. But what if it isn’t? Could Celeste and Beth be right? Could something be asking for my help in this weird way?

      I accept that there are things in this world that we have yet to discover or fully understand. I also recognize that I will probably continue to experience oddities. With that in mind, I need to consider how I will face them. “Okay. If, or rather when, I hear or see anything else, I will try to respond, and we’ll see where that leads me. Is that what you’re suggesting?”

      Celeste pats my hand. “Yes. I think you need to look at this as a way to connect on a different plane of existence. You know, people have believed in beings of the unseen world for thousands of years. In fact, there has even been a revitalization of those beliefs since the seventies. Maybe you should do a little research and learn about some of their ideas and experiences. You should also write all of this down in your journal when you get home so that you can keep a record of it. Maybe there is a pattern here or something we will see if we look at the details.”

      “I’ll do that when I get home,” I agree while thinking over what she’s suggesting about the source of all of this. “I guess if all it is are fairies trying to talk to me, then I shouldn’t be too concerned about it.”

      I watch as Celeste cocks her head. “Not all fairies are good, you know. There are many dark legends, folklore that warns people of the malice of these beings. If you are truly going to try to make a connection, I suggest you read up on the lore so that you know what it is you could be dealing with.”

      It kind of creeps me out to consider that there could be evil faeries out there trying to hurt me. “Maybe we should just consider that I’m losing my marbles. I think that makes far sense than some kind of little people with wings.”

      Beth rolls her eyes at me. “You’re not crazy, Terran.”

      “How do you know that? I mean, this is like the definition of crazy. Plus, if I am a complete nutcase, then at least I could get some magic pill that would make the voice and visions disappear!”

      Celeste stands up. “Let’s leave this alone for now. You should take time to think about it over the next few days. I also want you to think about what I said regarding your parents. In the meantime, I think a nice cup of lavender tea would do us all some good.”

      I can’t argue with that, so Beth and I follow her into the kitchen and let our conversation drift to ordinary things. Celeste puts out a plate of hard biscuits to dip in the tea, they’re sweetened with honey and, despite being completely organic and gluten-free, they’re pretty good. I crunch on one, content to just sit and listen to the two of them discuss what movie to watch.

      It’s between a romantic comedy and historical drama, when Beth asks, “Do you want to sleepover? You know, get your mind off everything and chill out?”

      I jump at the idea. “Definitely.”

      Avoiding my parents is foremost in my mind. I’m not ready to tell them about any of this. They wouldn’t understand. The closest they’ve ever come to any crazy-mystical-stuff was back when I believed in the Easter Bunny and leprechauns. If I told them I’m hearing voices and seeing visions, they’d haul me to a psychiatrist, and that’s the last thing I want. If I were to open up to a shrink, I’d be locked away.
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