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      Mira smelled the neighbor's lilacs as she walked down the gravel road. Stray clumps of grass and weeds splashed dew into her Crocs, and her feet squished around inside the shoes. She looked at the beautiful view of Puget Sound. It would be a gorgeous spring day, rare and sunny.

      But it wasn't enough to make Mira forget her miserable life. She'd screwed up again and this time Aunt Rita had sent her to Mom's house. For good.

      Mira had been crying for two days; now she just felt empty. Her life held no hope and no future.

      She turned back towards the house, pausing to empty a piece of gravel from one shoe.

      Then she realized that something felt very wrong. Half a block away, shadows barreled through the mist. A huge hand-shaped cloud appeared out of nowhere, passed over the sun and darkened the row of poplars beside Mom’s house. Shivering in the sudden cold and absence of all sound; she smelled the burnt air. It left a bitter taste in her mouth.

      She began to run, slipping and sliding in her wet Crocs.

      The shadows closed in and the creatures took shape as two huge, black dogs. They moved like one, legs and breathing synchronized, toward Mira’s identical twin, Amanda. And her son, Dylan.

      Amanda had her back to the hounds, absorbed in Dylan’s play. Oblivious to the threat. Her three year old, golden child ran circles around his mom. She sat on the front lawn. The long, red hair tied up in a ponytail made her look younger than eighteen. She laughed, ducking the clumps of wet grass which Dylan threw up into the air.

      “Amanda! Look out!” screamed Mira. She ran past the massive cedar stump towards them. “Get Dylan in the house!”

      Amanda scrambled to her feet and turned towards the dogs. Dylan ran behind her. The hounds leapt at them. Saliva ran from their mouths. Amanda fell backwards on top of Dylan. He wriggled beneath her, trying to get out.

      Mira gasped for breath as she ran, helplessly watching Amanda punch the creatures. Hollow thuds echoed as her sister’s fists landed. Amanda screamed, but the hounds were relentless in their assault. Their jaws snapped and slavered, easily avoiding her fists and feet.

      Mira was there. As she bashed them the sounds of her foot hitting reverberated in the eerie silence.

      “Get away! Go!” she screamed.

      She looked around for something else to hit them with. There was nothing. When she kicked one in the head, it glared at her with icy-white eyes, then returned to the attack.

      To Mira’s horror they ripped into Amanda’s belly. No blood flowed, but something came loose. A gold object pulsed, reaching tendrils back towards Amanda, as if trying to stay with her. The dogs strained and pulled. The thing, like a golden, tropical flower, was severed from Amanda.

      Mira felt helpless. Grounding herself, she tried to summon up the Earth’s energy. Then attempted to move it through the dogs.

      The creatures ignored her, turned and headed back the way they came. She quickly gave up on magic and chased them. She kicked harder and made a grab for the golden object. Off balance, she fell sprawling to the ground. The hound tossed the tendrilled thing to the other, yelped, and kept running.

      She got up and sped after them halfway across the yard, trying to get close enough to grasp whatever they had taken from Amanda. The creatures ran faster than greyhounds and quickly outdistanced her. She felt torn between chasing them and going back to help Amanda.

      She turned and sprinted back to her twin, “Amanda. Amanda are you okay?” she asked, out of breath. Mira knelt, touching her; barely registering that she saw no wound and her sister’s clothes were intact. Amanda’s face looked slack, listless.

      Mira tried to figure out what to do next. The dogs were almost at the poplars now. She watched in astonishment as a black swan streamed towards them through the mist and dove, taking the object from the dogs.

      The pulsing golden thing strained to get back to her twin. Mira could almost hear it screaming. She shuddered. Whatever it was, it belonged to Amanda and somehow Mira needed to get it back to her. The swan flew through the trees swooping up and down under what seemed to be a heavy load, then disappeared into the pocket of fog halfway down the block.

      Tears streamed down her face as Mira shook her twin gently. She felt a need to keep Amanda conscious. “Amanda, please stay here.” Mira didn’t know what the golden thing was, but it was important. She felt worthless. Why hadn’t she made different choices, ones that could have stopped the dogs?

      Dylan lay beneath Amanda, whimpering.

      Mira rolled Amanda over slightly and helped Dylan wiggle out from under his mom. Then he lay on top of her sobbing, “Mommy, Mommy,” clasping his stuffed dinosaur, Freddie. Mira stroked his back.

      Amanda looked up at Mira. Her green eyes wept, then turned completely black as if empty. She didn’t speak.

      Mira felt frozen. She had never seen such powerful magic before. How could she possibly counter it?

      The hand-shaped cloud over the sun vanished, like smoke blowing away. Light returned. Sun blazed over the treetops and she felt arid, August heat. The air smelled clean again.

      Mira’s mouth went dry. She looked around sensing something, not sinister, but as great a force as the evil had been.

      She looked up to see a huge, golden eagle above, starting a dive.

      She pulled Dylan off Amanda, feeling instinctively it would protect him. He squirmed away from her. The massive eagle dropped down and effortlessly lifted Amanda by her clothes.

      Dylan cried out, “No, Mommy come back.”

      Mira had no idea what to do. Her brain could make no sense out of this. The eagle flew gracefully across the acre, hovered over the massive hollow cedar stump and let go. Amanda fell, disappearing from view.

      Dylan ran across the yard, tears streaming down his face. “Mommy.”
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      Mira caught up to Dylan.

      He squirmed out of her arms, yelled, “Mom,” and continued running towards the fifteen-foot tall, cedar stump. He climbed faster than she could react.

      “Dylan, no!”

      He shook his head. “Get Mom.” His face was red.

      “Wait,” she said, forcing herself to stop and breathe. She needed to be clear about what to do next. “Let me think a minute.”

      Dylan stopped climbing and stared at her; his opinion clear.

      She didn’t want to go into the stump. Trying to see what lay inside had gotten her banished from Mom’s house six years ago. Mom had caught Mira practicing flying.

      But, he was right. She needed to get Amanda out of there. Dylan shouldn’t be left alone that long. She pointed to him and said firmly, “Okay, wait here.”

      Dylan wiped the tears off with his blue T-shirt and nodded.

      She ran to the garage slamming the wide door up and open. The tall aluminum ladder lay against the dimly lit, far wall. Dragging the metal ladder across the cement floor made screeching sounds which resonated with the discordant feelings running through her body.

      The ladder cut a furrow in the grass behind her. By the time she returned to the stump her breath came hard and sweat moistened her T-shirt. When she got the ladder propped up against a branch, he went right up it. She almost stopped him, then decided if Dylan fell, at least he’d land on her.

      She started climbing and yelled, “Dylan stop when you get to the top.” Her tight jeans made climbing difficult; all her jeans were tight these days. How good would it feel to be in shape like Amanda?

      Mira gasped for breath and her legs were wobbly by the time she made it to the top. Helping Dylan straddle a branch that looked strong enough while trying to balance herself on the wide rim of the hollow stump was challenging.

      “Now comes the hard part, Bucko.” She looked down into the cedar. The bottom was dark. No time to go back and get a flashlight. Dylan couldn’t be left alone.

      “Amanda, are you okay?” Mira’s voice echoed inside the rotting tree. In her head she could hear Aunt Rita’s voice, “You need to think before you act. Plan before you do,” as guilt at her own incompetence washed over her.

      Dylan said, “Mira, magic,” and pointed down.

      Her neck and shoulders tightened and she almost gasped with surprise. He wasn’t supposed to know. No one did, except her mom and Amanda. Not even her stepfather Elliot. Well, especially not her stepfather. Mom was afraid he’d go ballistic.

      “Who told you I could do magic, you little bugger?”

      “Light,” said Dylan insistently.

      She took a deep breath, pulled off a nearby dried out cedar twig and envisioned it burning. The stick caught fire, illuminating most of the inside of the cedar stump. She saw just enough to doubt Amanda was there. Dylan pointed to a dark spot on one side of the stump.

      “Mom,” he said.

      “She’s not there, Dylan,” Mira felt torn between disappointment and fear.

      “Mom. Go.”

      The cedar twig exploded into a small, singeing fireball and she dropped it, then sucked on her fingers. The burned twig drifted down inside the stump and went out. Mira needed to go down there, but didn’t want to. She trembled.

      The ladder suddenly seemed to be made of granite. It felt so heavy. On the third attempt she lifted it off the ground and slid it up the outside of the cedar, then balanced the ladder in front of her. Somehow she slid it down the inside of the stump. By the time she accomplished it, her whole body shook from the exertion and precious minutes had passed.

      She got on the ladder and helped Dylan on after her.

      “Go slower,” she snapped, as he stepped on her fingers.

      How she would get Amanda back up was anybody’s guess.

      They hit the bottom inside the stump and she sat down, exhausted. There was no sign of her twin.  The dark spot looked like a tunnel. Dylan simply waddled into it.

      “Dylan, come back here.”

      “Get Mom.”

      “I go first,” she said and crawled towards the tunnel opening. Cool air wafted from it. Once her eyes adjusted to the darkness she could see a dim light inside.

      “Amanda?”

      No answer came back. Her voice was absorbed by the earth.

      What had happened to Amanda? Mira grew increasingly afraid of what she might find. The dogs attacked her sister, yet there had been no blood.

      She tried to understand, while crawling into the tunnel. Somehow, she realized, the dogs had stolen Amanda’s soul. That’s what the golden, curly object was. Intuition told her that; even though her mind couldn’t believe it. The pain she sensed as Amanda’s soul was severed from her body had been devastating. What must Amanda feel? Why would those dogs steal a soul?

      Mira was born with the magic which ran in her family and she’d been studying with Aunt Rita, learning to use her own innate skills as a healer. Failing more often than succeeding. She celebrated the subtle changes of the seasons, taking in the uses of herbs, practicing spells which normal people would explain away as positive thinking. She could even do a few more complex things like making fire out of nowhere, sometimes without damaging someone's house.

      Things like possessed dogs and stolen souls were the equivalent of a jumbo jet landing on the driveway at Aunt Rita’s house, she thought. A sharp rock punctured her knee bringing her back to the present, but the puzzle remained. Things like this just didn’t happen in her world. She’d seen a few inexplicable things, but never in her life felt magic like that of the dogs.

      Mira pushed through the paralyzing fear and kept crawling. No one else could help right now and time was crucial. She wished Aunt Rita could be there. Dylan shouldn’t be, but there was no one to leave him with. Taking care of a toddler was the last thing she needed.

      She crawled further and further downward. Dylan was short enough to simply walk upright behind her, although he kept tripping on her feet and falling down.

      The tunnel grew lighter. Rock walls and dirt floor felt cool to the touch. Her hands and knees inside her jeans grew cold from the damp earth. How long would the tunnel continue? Her legs were cramping up.

      Bumping her head on a low, hanging rock she tried, unsuccessfully, not to swear in front of Dylan. The tunnel widened and they came closer to the light. Crawling to an opening in the side of the tunnel wall, she felt warmth. A whitish-silver light seemed to be radiate from everything.

      She looked down onto a green hillside and a beautiful forest. In the distance lay wildflower meadows of pink and orange. The sweet scent of wild roses tickled her nose. Fields of farmland sprawled before an incredible ivory city which seemed formed from pearls. It looked perfect, like someone’s painting of a fairy tale or a magical place. Beyond the towers stretched an ocean with iridescent waves. Everything glowed as if lit. A world made of radiance. She stuck her foot through the opening to climb down the hillside. Entering into that world made her feel more vibrant as if every little disfunction in her body was healed. Stress melted away. Even the air coming through the opening felt cleaner and more alive than normal air. The city pulled her towards it.

      Dylan cried, “No!”

      She turned to him. He pointed down the passageway which traveled still deeper into the earth. On the floor, farther down the tunnel, lay Amanda’s yellow sweater in a heap.

      She reluctantly crawled back into the tunnel, past Dylan to the sweater. It was crumpled and smudged with dirt. Clearly Amanda was farther down. Mira clutched the sweater to her chest, breathing deeply and trying not to cry. She looked back longingly at the pearlescent city then tied the sweater around Dylan’s shoulders, to help him stay warm and keep Amanda’s presence close to him. Dylan smiled, hugging himself.

      She went back to the opening and broke a small branch off one of the trees near the entrance to that radiant world. As they continued down the tunnel the branch shined in the darkness, putting out a small amount of light, as if the silver leaves glowed from the inside out. Mira gently slipped it inside her T-shirt, which she tucked into her jeans so the branch wouldn’t fall out. As the leaves touched each other they tinkled like little silver bells, but weren’t scratchy under her T-shirt, rather they felt like pussy willows caressing her skin.

      Dylan followed behind her muttering, “Mom, we come,” over and over again.

      The tunnel floor was soft dirt rather than hard rock. She pulled the silver branch out to look. Something had dragged Amanda down the tunnel. As they crawled she could see small insects and other creepy things crawling into crevices to get away from the light. She didn’t want to think about all the wildlife. The air carried a strange smell to it, like moldy houses. She shuddered and kept moving.

      What would happen when she found Amanda? Mira couldn’t even mend a sparrow. Two days ago she had been trying to move energy to the bird’s broken leg. Instead she accidentally shattered Aunt Rita’s precious crystal scrying bowl which sat on a table across the room. The one that had been passed down for generations.

      Rita’s face had drooped as she picked up the lifeless sparrow and she said, “Go back to your mom’s, go to college, get a job, anything. Your magic is too wild and uncontrolled. I’ve worked with you for six years and nothing has changed.”

      It wasn’t the first thing she’d broken and failed at. So she had gone back to Mom’s. Mom didn’t want her. She’d never forgiven Mira for having the family 'gift'. Mom viewed it as a curse and refused to use or even acknowledge it. Mira felt worthless and didn’t have a clue how to help Amanda if they found her.

      After what seemed like an hour or two of going down, the tunnel suddenly curved and ended, opening up into a forest clearing.

      Mira stood, slowly stretching, massaging her aching knees and looking around. Dylan followed her towards the gloomy, violet light into a new world.

      It looked like no woodland she had ever seen. Trunks of towering trees stood like massive highway supports, ten feet across. Moss grew everywhere. Intriguing sounds formed a concert of new agey music. Shrieks, chirps, roars and hooting noises wove together in a such a way she couldn’t tell what creatures they might belong to. The forest vibrated with unseen life. It smelled of the clean scent which comes after a brisk rain. She felt nervous, hoping the wildlife was friendly.

      A trail led from the clearing, off into the misty woods. Imprinted in the mud lay tracks. Big webbed feet, twice the size of hers, with only three toes. Tangled up with the tracks was a wide, deep mark that could have been a person being dragged.

      Mira’s stomach rumbled and she knew Dylan must be hungry as well, but she had no food. “You up for this Bucko?”

      “Find Mom,” he said, puffing up his chest. She noticed his lower lip quiver slightly.

      She sighed, tightened Amanda’s sweater around Dylan and asked, “Can you walk or do you need to be carried?”

      He looked at her and said, “Walk.”

      She looked back at the tunnel opening to memorize it so they could return home. The entrance stood framed between two of the most massive evergreens. As if their roots had grown around a log which had vanished over time, leaving a hole. Would she be able to spot the trees from a distance?

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      She pulled the silver branch out and held it in front of her. It glowed like a lantern making them more visible to whatever might be out there. However, it felt like the pearly light and tinkling leaves would ward off anything which wanted to harm them. The image of that beautiful, silvery land burned in her mind.

      She followed the trail, worrying about just what would happen when they came upon Amanda and the web-footed thing. They walked for hours, following the tracks.

      Why was the light a purple color, but the mist green? This was a very strange place. Where had the end of the tunnel put them? They must be underground somewhere. They had gone down for a very long time inside the tunnel, but if they were beneath the earth’s surface, where did the light and the air come from?

      After while, she picked Dylan up and carried him. He fell asleep which made him even heavier. She’d lost her sense of time. It must be the middle of the night though.

      She finally stepped out of the murky woods, stopping in a meadow lit by the dim violet light. She lay Dylan on the soft grass. He continued to sleep, cuddled up with his green dinosaur. She covered him with Amanda’s sweater.

      Sitting on a boulder, she felt exhausted all the way down to her bones. Slipping off her shoes, rubbing her sore feet and then wiggling them in the soft meadow grass helped a little. She’d been frantic most of the day worrying about Amanda and trying to work out what happened. The light glowed a little brighter here in the meadow, but still looked dark and twilighty. She lay back enjoying the soft moss growing on the boulder. Heat radiated from the stone and she relaxed into it. The sweet, earthy smell made her feel calm.

      Mira jolted back to consciousness when the rock started to move. She leapt up. It had four, stout legs, a bulbous head and a tail twice as long as its body. Now she saw the scales beneath the moss. It stared at her and hissed, then ambled slowly off towards the woods, the tail slapping back and forth like a whip, just in case.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized, feeling stupid. It wasn't a tortoise, even though it lived inside a turtle-like shell. Where were they?

      She groggily checked where Dylan slept under Amanda’s sweater and saw with a shock, only the sweater. How long had she slept?

      “Dylan? DYLAN!” she yelled.

      She stood in the middle of a large meadow, no trees or bushes for Dylan to hide behind. There were no tracks through the damp grass, other than the trail they’d been following. She picked up Amanda’s sweater and started running in the direction they were headed last night.

      “Dylan,” she called again.

      She still didn’t know where they were. There was no sun, although the meadow looked bright enough. Everything had a bluish, purple cast to it. Few of the plants looked familiar. She had seen a  number of strange birds flitting among the shrubs. Everything dripped with moss and dampness.

      Up ahead she heard a great thrashing in the bushes. Too much noise for even Dylan to make. Mira scampered off the trail to hide behind the nearest tree. The tree turned out to be too small and her pale blue T-shirt didn’t make for good camouflage. She whispered to herself, “Please let me find Dylan before it does.”

      Men on horseback rode up the trail. Then another group burst out of the forest and entered onto the trail to join the others. She froze.

      One man rode in front, leaning outward from his horse, looking at the ground. The rest followed in two columns, the trail only wide enough for two horses side by side. When the first man got to her tracks, his eyes followed them to the tree she stood behind. He stopped his horse and looked directly into her eyes.

      She said under her breath, “Now that was stupid.” She should have chosen a better hiding place. Too late now. She couldn’t run, they were on horses after all. Where was Dylan?

      Stepping out from behind the tree, she stood hands on hips. As she waited for their reaction Mira instinctively covered herself with a shield of protection, visualizing a wall of blazing fire, the hardest stone, rushing water and roaring wind, just as Aunt Rita taught her.

      This time felt different, though. It mattered, not just practice. Somewhere, deep within, she found the energy, anger or fear, to fuel her magic. Mira felt amazed. Her magic never worked this well. A subtle, green aura surrounded her. It wouldn’t keep out a physical attack, but might repel any assaults on her spirit.

      The tracker sat up straight, continuing to eye her, with a look on his face of either surprise or amusement.

      She turned her attention to the other men. They looked like something out of a viking movie or an old heavy metal concert. Wearing leather pants and shirts with armored vests, they looked ominous. Several wore bows with quivers of arrows over their shoulders. Most of the men carried swords. Where the hell was she? There were twelve of them staring at her curiously. Some of the horses stomped restlessly. They looked like normal horses at least and smelled like normal horses, that sweet-sweaty-dusty fragrance she associated with horses.

      The tracker sat quietly staring at her with his dark eyes. An older man rode his horse forward and stopped next to the tracker. They exchanged glances. The man with the gray hair and a neatly clipped goatee and mustache, got off his horse and walked forward.

      “Don’t be afraid, young woman. We won’t hurt you.”

      “Who are you?” she asked. She could feel someone’s power touching her, trying to find an opening in the shield. It didn’t come from the older man though.

      “That is not important. We are simply a hunting party. Who are you?”

      She waited a moment and said as regally as she could, “That’s not important either.”

      The older man simply looked at her and she stared back at him defiantly. There was a flash of movement coming down the trail from the meadow and she was almost knocked over by Dylan.

      “Mira, cool rock,” he said, opening up his hand. She could see a small red, rock in the palm of his hand. It suddenly sprouted a head and wings, then flew off.

      Dylan stood staring at it and said, “Wow!”

      The older man laughed. “Can we help you in any way? You must be a long way from home.”

      She breathed deeply. If these men had ridden far on the trail they probably wiped out the creature’s tracks who had her sister. “We’re hunting my sister and whatever hauled her off.”

      “Your sister?”

      “Yes, and the thing with webbed feet and three toes.”

      “A quirot?” he asked.

      “What’s a quirot?” she asked. She hated feeling ignorant.

      “Quirots are swamp people,” he shrugged. “What do you plan to do when you find them? Quirots can be very fierce,” he said, an amused look on his face. He put a hand on his hip and as he smiled, his wrinkles moved closer together.

      She wasn’t deceived. She felt patronized and really pissed off, but determined not to let him see it. He moved like a young man. Mira wished she could whip out a sword like some anime heroine or do Kung Fu and knock him flat on his back. But he was right. She had no plan. “I’ll decide that when I find them,”she said with more confidence than she actually felt.

      “Father,” said the tracker, who looked about her age, as he smoothly slid off his horse. He walked towards them, his brown horse following like a shadow. “Back at the stream the quirot parted from whatever prey it caught. We found the tracks before you rejoined us. We could return and follow them.”

      She tried to keep from staring at the man. He wore his dark hair, shoulder-length and tied back with a leather thong, threaded through metal charms. His big, brown eyes had stared at her since the men rode up. From what she could see underneath all that leather and metal his lean build looked muscular. Focus, she told herself looking back at the older man. In doing so, she realized the power flowed from the younger man.

      The older man glared at the son, “Ronan,” he said warningly, but the son gave him a challenging gaze in return. The father nodded and turned back to her. “Your sister was not there, but we could take you to the place so you can continue your search.”

      “Thank you, I’ll follow you.”

      “It would be faster if you rode,” said the son.

      She thought about it, but didn’t trust any of them that far.

      “I’ll walk,” she said.

      Dylan pulled at her sleeve. She squatted down near him. “Don’t you ever, ever run off like that again. Do you know how afraid I was?”

      “Need to pee.”

      “Oh Jeez.” She’d never baby-sat, didn’t know anything about little boys, or little girls for that matter. “Can you go by yourself?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Good, there’s a tree over there, just go behind it and do your thing.”

      “Kay.” Dylan strutted off towards the tree and pulled his pants down in full view of everyone. He had a gleeful look on his face. He’d most likely never been allowed to pee in the woods before.

      She noticed a couple of the men looking at Dylan, smiling and looking away while laughing, as if they thought he looked adorable. Maybe they weren’t aliens after all.

      Mira followed along behind, hefting Dylan from one hip to the other as she tired. She sensed that Ronan masked his amazing power somehow. It felt like a towel thrown over a lamp. A faint glow occasionally leaked out as if someone lifted the corner of the towel. When that happened she could feel his power looping back and touching her, still seeking an opening. What was he searching for? Mira felt glad she didn’t need to focus on much except keeping her shield up and walking. She’d never really felt anyone’s power before, except Aunt Rita’s. It was like comparing the drip of a faucet to a roaring waterfall being held back by a dam.

      Dylan remained still, looking around and taking everything in as she carried him. Only once did he speak, “Be okay Mira,” he said, confidently. The men rode silently, following Ronan who led the way.

      She felt a huge difference in the way her magic worked here. It seemed clearer, stronger and easier. Did magic feel or act different here than in Seattle or on Whidbey Island, or could she simply see it better here? She didn’t know where here was anyway and couldn’t bring herself to ask. She didn’t want to be at any more of a disadvantage.

      Once they got to the stream, she couldn’t see anything except mud. Ronan drifted close to her as the others dismounted, letting their horses drink downstream of the tracks. He leaned over the side of his horse, pointing out what happened. A person’s footprints came towards where Amanda had been dropped. The creature’s tracks led upstream and alone. It looked like the person and Amanda walked off together, although Ronan said the person half-carried her sister.

      The footprints looked about the same size, but Amanda’s feet were bare and the other person wore soft shoes. Their footsteps walked away from the stream in the damp soil.

      “The Witch,” one of the men said, then spat on the ground. They all looked uneasy, except the son.

      “I could take them to her and then rejoin you,” he said to his father.

      The older man looked thoughtful for a minute and said, “She dare not harm you. Agreed. We will leave signs for you to follow.” He and the other men mounted. “We must go before we lose the trail.” The older man nodded at her and they rode back the way they came, leaving behind a cloud of dust.

      “Why are they afraid of a Witch?” she asked Ronan. They walked now, his horse following along.

      “She has a reputation for being whimsical. Turned one of my father’s men into a dog,” he said, wryly.

      “Is he still a dog?” she asked.

      “He died defending my father from a bear.”

      “Sorry.” She felt stupid. His power touched her strongly now. He didn’t mask it. She felt him looking at her. His eyes felt like velvet caressing her shoulders. She wondered if this could be real or some sort of glamour, a charm. As they walked up the hill she blurted out, “What do you mean,‘your father’s men’? Is he a king or something?” His attention made her uncomfortable. It felt too intimate. Too intense. Too fast.

      “Look, there is the Witch’s home,” he said, completely avoiding her question but she let it drop.

      She felt something new. A sense of being searched touched her entire body. She refocused her drifting energy back towards her shield and the feeling vanished. It would seem they were expected.

      They walked towards a massive evergreen tree. As they got closer she saw a wood and rope spiral staircase wind around the huge tree trunk.

      Ronan said, “When danger comes or she wants to be alone, she can draw the staircase up so no one can enter.”

      Smoke curled out from beneath the evergreen’s branches.

      He said, “I must leave so I can catch up with the others. The Witch will help you find your sister.” He got on his horse and rode off in the direction of the meadow.

      She watched as he rode into the trees and the purple twilight. His power lingered awhile, then withdrew abruptly. “Wait, I didn’t even get to thank you,” Mira called after him. She felt suddenly alone.

      He merely waved as if he hadn’t heard her.

      “Men, they’re such idiots sometimes. Well, not you Dylan. You’re going to grow up to be a smart cookie. Amanda and I will see to that.” Looking down, she saw Dylan was asleep.

      Sighing, she began to climb the stairs. She would have to meet the Witch alone.
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      Ronan rode in the direction his father and the other men had taken, following their trail. His bay, Pinecone, ran through the meadow towards the stream, stretching out and picking up his pace. He knew the horse felt happy to be running. Pinecone was made for speed and Ronan could sense the wind blowing through his nostrils and mane and the power of his hooves as they pounded the earth. He felt the horse’s spirit soar as the stallion sailed over the stream and roared through the woods on the other side. Branches slapped at Ronan’s face before he could rein the horse in.

      “Slow down there,” he said. “We will catch up to them.”

      Pinecone shook his head in annoyance. He wanted to run.

      Ronan said, “On the way back we will go on the main road and you can run until you drop.”

      Pinecone snorted as if to say, “Now.”

      “I can do no better for the time being. We have work to do,” said Ronan.

      Ronan felt unnerved. He could still see the redhead, Mira, ineffectually hiding behind the tree. Dressed in strange clothes, all blue. Her long hair curling down her back, she had looked so weary, he wanted to comfort her. She showed great bravado. And the child who had appeared out of nowhere, did the child belong to her? Was she joined with someone? She must be. His heart sank at that thought which kept returning. Where was her man though? Why didn't he come with her into this world. Ronan’s intuition told him she was unattached, but logic said otherwise.

      His father, Roderick, had done most of the talking, although he allowed Ronan to take her to Aste’s home. Ronan felt like a fool, unable to speak. He should be back helping his brother, Ewan, keep his father and his men off the scent.

      Ronan and Ewan had invited themselves to join Roderick’s hunting party as trackers with the secret goal of leading their father away from the black unicorns. They had already misled the group three times.

      Ronan asked himself why he chose to leave the hunting party, taking Mira to the witch?

      He caught the scent of rotting flesh and hear snarling. Probably a woodland lion defending its kill possibly, or a couple of desperate wolves. The horse sidestepped nervously and Ronan squeezed his legs, signaling the stallion to move out of the predator's territory.

      He continued worrying about his dilemmas. Many people thought the unicorn population so nearly vanished that killing the rest made no difference. Others, like his father, saw only a challenge. The unicorns held complicated magic and hunting them lay beyond most people’s skills. Others simply saw profit. Ronan had a choice about his actions, but mostly he made the unpopular ones.

      His decision about this woman felt different. He couldn't let her walk away, just as he could not willingly cease breathing. It felt as if she put a spell on him. Women often accused him of doing that to them, oddly enough. Even now as he closed his eyes, he saw her. The courage in her voice and actions, overshadowing her fear. Yet, somehow she was lost. If he didn't get to know her he would regret it his entire life.

      Ronan shook his head to clear it. What could he be thinking? She was an outlander. Clothes like hers didn't exist in his world. The most glaring difference came from her magic. It felt exotic, like the green, asania flowers from the outer islands with their velvety petals that could perfume an entire room. Which world had she came from?

      He sighed in frustration and Pinecone snorted in response. He had too much to think about and do. Mainly, he needed to keep his father from carrying out stupid acts.

      Each day the Queen’s reign crumbled further and a revolution sat at their feet, begging to be taken up. His father needed to be in position to accept the crown. Roderick wouldn't be able to do that if he was caught hunting and illegally selling unicorn horn. The Queen would love to have an excuse to spear him, even if he was her younger brother. There was no love lost between them. Ronan seriously wondered if Roderick would make a better ruler than the Queen. His father needed to grow up. Did he have enough empathy and sensitivity to rule well? Would the Black Opal accept him?

      He reined the stallion in and looked down at the ground, following the trail of his father and the men. A broken pine branch softly brushed across his face, releasing the resinous smell in his nostrils. He pushed it aside to see the earth below and catch where half the men took another trail. Ewan would only be able to distract half the group now. Ronan felt frustrated, he should have been there.He reined his horse toward the smaller group, hoping he took the right trail.

      He still felt awkward about not answering Mira’s questions. He didn't want to be connected with the hunting party. For the same reason his father hadn't told her his name. Ronan felt ashamed to have anyone think of him as hunting unicorns. His father, however, was completely guilty of selling the crystalline horns to artisans instead of giving them to the Queen.

      Ronan often wondered if their entire family wasn't corrupt in some way. Queen Nakia’s reign consisted of bloodshed and cruelty, as her father’s before her. Roderick murdered unicorns. His brother Ewan leapt between noble’s homes, and the women’s beds. He gathered information for Roderick and had become a windswept seed with no place to take root.

      Ronan had grown into a loner. He spent long turns on the road like the nomads his people were, not long ago. With few real friends he felt lonely and incomplete; searching for some woman to complete him. An impossibility, but he dreamed. Ronan wondered how their lives would be different if their mother had lived, he'd never forgive Nakia for her part in that. He rubbed his dust-filled eyes. Better not follow that path further. She was dead, no going back. Still, one day, Nakia would pay.

      Ronan stood in the saddle to stretch as Pinecone trotted down the trail, feeling the horse's gait jolting the day's events into some sort of order. He would return to the Witch’s home and ask about Mira. Why had she come alone, except for the child, to find her sister? Why did the quirot carry off her sister?

      There were too many unanswered questions. It was possible the outlanders presence would upset the delicate balance and tip things the wrong direction, especially if they stayed with Aste. He needed answers. He must go by the Witch’s home. After his father returned home safely, without finding unicorns hiding in the uplands.

      He followed the hunting party’s tracks. Tall rock roses rustled on his right. A gorgeous black unicorn stallion rushed out from behind them and snorted. His sweaty body gleamed in the light. Behind him stood a small herd of mares and a few foals with their tiny, even more valuable horns. Not as many foals as mares and still all black, Ronan thought sadly. Their numbers were shrinking.

      Ronan instinctively froze. Pinecone tried to look non-threatening. The unicorn snorted again and pawed at the ground. Pinecone backed up, chewing in submission. Ronan didn't want to be in the middle of a battle between the two of them, or on the end of a unicorn horn.

      A deep rumbling came from the right. Probably, his father’s men. Ronan sent an image of hunters to the unicorn’s mind and asked him to take his herd and flee.

      The stallion stood glaring at them for a moment, then tossed his head as if to say, “If I were alone....”

      He sighed with relief as the unicorn turned and herded his mares in the opposite direction. They slipped around a massive stone outcrop which would hide their tracks on the rocks. Ronan rode his horse back and forth to confuse the tracks, waiting until his father and the rest arrived.

      “I heard you coming. They ran off that direction,” he said.

      “Why did you not shoot one?” asked his father, pulling his bow off the shoulder with one hand and an arrow out of the quiver with his other hand.

      “And deny my father the first kill?” asked Ronan, grinning.

      His father nodded and rode past. The rest followed. Best they not stay in the area long and notice the tracks leading around the rocks. Ewan smiled a sly smile at him. He tracked much better than Ronan.

      They rode until dinner, without seeing a sign of the unicorns, then made camp. Ronan hoped the unicorns kept running in the opposite direction.

      They built a fire and roasted deer for dinner. Ronan sat off by himself on a rock, chewing a piece of meat and drinking warm ale. One of the men had bought a small cask in one of the villages they passed. The ale tasted good, but bubbly from all the bouncing it received on the ride.

      The men celebrated nothing in particular. His father, as usual, told some entertaining story. Ronan hoped the party would extend all night. Perhaps tomorrow they would be ready to go home.

      He wondered if Mira found her sister. What had happened to the sister to make her weak enough for the quirot to take her? Quirots normally preyed on small animals.

      Ewan sat on the ground next to him. “You seem extraordinarily lost in thought tonight.”

      “Hmm,” said Ronan.

      “It is the redhead?”

      “What makes you think that?” asked Ronan.

      “How long have we been brothers?” asked Ewan, drinking ale and pushing curly, blond hair out of his eyes.

      “That obvious?”

      “Perhaps not to everyone, but I noticed you did not waste time in volunteering to guide her to the Witch’s home.”

      “Just being a gentleman,” said Ronan.

      “In the midst of trying to lead the others astray? I think not.”

      Ronan sat in silence. Ewan was gifted at prying.

      “Perhaps the Witch will find she has met her match if this woman bewitched you so easily.”

      “It was easy,” said Ronan, smiling.

      “Quite,” said Ewan. “And you will probably inquire about her in a day or two?” He raised an eyebrow, and gnawed meat off the bone.

      Ronan threw his bones into the fire. Smoke drifted his direction. He wiped his hands on already grimy pants. “I cannot think what else to do.”

      “Go talk to the Witch. She is a good woman and may have some advice. What will you do if the child is hers and she already has a partner?”

      “If she did, where was he? If I had a woman like that and a child, I would not let them go wandering off into a strange world in search of a sister, facing danger alone,” said Ronan, poking at the fire with a stick. He felt angry at the thought someone might have found the woman before he did and claimed her. He felt unable to relax his shoulders and the tension they carried.

      Ronan slept fitfully that night, dreaming of Mira with her long red hair. They laughed and danced together in the fountains of the palace gardens on a summer evening, their clothes drenched. They were not drunk, just giddy. The dream lurched into another and Ronan found himself eye to eye with a white unicorn. Her blue eyes looked deep inside him as she said, “Your father is not pure enough to rule, he will not pass the test. Find another.”

      Ronan woke shaking. White unicorns had not been seen alive since the massacre.
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      “Fool,” Queen Nakia said, quietly. She would not allow herself to explode. This was more effective. Her Sorcerer shifted uncomfortably back and forth between his shrunken feet. He understood he'd made a massive mistake.

      “How could you have been so stupid? You were so concerned with being dramatic that you stole the wrong soul?”

      “I have no defense, my Queen,” he said, his voice quavering. “I only wanted to impress you.”

      “Well you have impressed me, with your incompetence. I have had men whipped to death for less.”

      He stood silent, looking repentant but scared witless, she thought.

      Nakia picked up the skirt of her long scarlet, dress, turned and walked towards the window. Her realm lay beneath her. It looked deceptively healthy with the dimming light. Only she knew the extent to which it crumbled. Crops failing, livestock dying from plague and drought, violence in her cities becoming harder to control even with more troops. Various nobles, covertly or actively waiting for her to fall. Signs of rot and decay could be seen everywhere. She did not have the strength to support her world anymore. Nakia touched her forehead. The scarlet sheath covered her horn. What remained of it.

      “We must do something quickly,” she said, harshly.

      “I do not know what to do, my Queen.”

      She turned back to him and glared, “It is almost as if you wanted this plan to fail, Sorcerer.”

      “No, my Queen. I did not approve of this plan, as I told you, but I will always do as you ask,” he said.

      “Good, because if I thought you lied to me, more than your feet will shrivel.”

      He stood staring at her, nodding.

      She felt unsure whether to trust him, but there was only one other with his knowledge. “We have little time, we must remove the other girl’s soul. Then you will incorporate both souls into my body.”

      He looked astonished. “Even if she was not on guard, even if we could capture her soul, I am not sure that is a wise thing to do.”

      “Why?”

      “It has never been done, adding more than one soul to a body.”

      “They are twins, their souls are already connected.”

      “True,” he said, scratching his unruly, dark hair. “But I am not convinced it can be done.”

      She turned back to the window and gestured out towards the city. “Do you see an alternative?”

      “We could use the soul we have.”

      “Not powerful enough to hold this land. You said so yourself. That soul’s window for power has not yet come. I do not have much time before our world vanishes into chaos.”

      “Give this one back and take the other one?”

      “No, I want them both,” she turned on him venomously. Nakia let the rage flow through her, permeate her entire being. This pathetic man had no right to deny her. “Your mistake has opened a doorway. Let us take advantage of this opportunity. I need both these souls."

      He took a step back and said, “As you wish, my Queen. What would you have me do?”

      “Nothing right now, except prepare what you will need. I will use intimidation first. Then I will tell you where and when to take her soul, she is in my realm now.”

      He looked surprised. “Are you sure?”

      She laughed. “Oh yes, one of my spies with Roderick, my dear brother, sent a falcon to tell me he saw the girl and a child taken to the Witch, Aste’s home. It seems dear Aste rescued the soulless sister.”

      Nakia looked at him intently. Although he tried to mask his emotions, she saw a little twitch in his cheek. She would have to keep an eye on him. “Is there a problem?” she said, sweetly.

      “No, my Queen, I am simply surprised. I did not know you had a spy with Roderick.”

      “Of course I do. I meant is there a problem with Aste?”

      “No, my Queen,” he said looking her in the eye. “That bridge was destroyed long ago.”

      “Good, because I would not like to think your loyalties are divided.”

      “I know who feeds me, my Queen.”

      After he left, she walked though her sleeping chambers to her study. She turned the bookcase and it pivoted, leaving an opening in front and behind it. Nakia entered her secret room. The dark, musty smell of ancient scrolls and books mingled with pungent herbs. Her workroom. Where she sifted through books on dark magic acquired from many worlds and performed experiments. Only the Sorcerer and a few of the pooka guards knew about this place.

      Once a servant had discovered it. That servant was given to her special guards, Nakia remembered with a smile. The woman was peeled like an onion, layer after bloody layer, until nothing remained except bones, entrails and her secret.

      A small, barred window lit the room dimly, but brighter illumination came from the long table in the center of the room. Underneath a small glass dome glowed a golden ball of light. The soul. It pulsed sporadically, proving it was not strong enough to join with Nakia and through her, to the great Black Opal that powered this land.

      Nakia unlaced and removed the scarlet sheath which covered her diminishing horn. Once her horn had been long and unblemished. It had gleamed in a rainbow of colors. She gazed anxiously into the ancient mirror on the wall. These days her horn looked black, as if burnt. It too decayed, like her realm, now it was only as long as the width of her hand. Nakia covered it with a sheath so no one would know. She needed those souls.

      She clenched her hands with frustration. If her sorcerer failed there was only one other she could use. That one would have to be forced. The Queen walked to the window and looked out, wrapping her fingers around the bars. She would use whatever means needed to do this. She would not give up her power to anyone.
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      Mira struggled up the long flight of stairs. The tree trunk was so massive it had to be at least twenty feet across. It was an evergreen, like a cedar or fir, but she couldn’t identify which kind. The Witch’s home sat way up in the middle of the grand tree. Very little light flowed in through the dense branches. Mira climbed the spiral stairs which swayed slightly with each step, but she didn’t have any free hands to hold on with. Once or twice she caught herself holding her breath, closing her eyes and whispering, “Help me Goddess.” Then she continued climbing.

      Dylan was heavier asleep than awake and she felt out of breath from the climb. Standing at the top of the stairs, panting; she studied what lay around her.

      The tree dripped with a luminescent yellow-green moss which lit the stairway. She heard something scampering through the branches. A pair of shining, yellow eyes moved across tree limbs, then disappeared. Mira didn't want to know what the eyes belonged to.

      The Witch’s house wrapped around the upper tree trunk and rested on several large branches, stabilized by vines hanging from the limbs above. It was built of logs with a thatched roof. The house looked smaller up here than from below. A shaft of purplish light streamed through the branches and lit the door. The effect was masterful.

      She took a deep breath, mustered all her confidence and knocked on the door.

      “Hello,” she announced.

      Mira waited. The closer she had gotten to the tree, the more intensely she felt watched. After a few anxious minutes the door opened. A smallish, old woman with her long, gray hair tied back and wearing a long, purple velvet robe stood in the doorway.

      The old woman seized them with her gaze. The Witch was obviously used to intimidating the locals. “What do you want?” she asked, with a tone which set Mira on edge. Dylan startled in her arms, instantly awake.

      “You have my sister, I believe.”

      “Do I?” the Witch asked, cocking her head.

      “Yes, I don’t know how you got her, but I want her back.” Mira said.

      “Careless of you to lose her.”

      “I didn’t lose her. Amanda was attacked and kidnapped.”

      The old woman paused for a moment and as Mira caught what looked like a gleam of amusement in her eyes, she clenched her teeth.

      The Witch said, “Come in.”

      Mira followed the woman into the low ceilinged room. She walked further inside before realizing the ceiling was normal height, but hung with every type of dried herb, flower and root imaginable. Some of the longer plants brushed her head. The house looked dark inside despite several windows and an oil lamp. A very inviting fireplace stood at one end and she felt curious about how it was vented, so it didn’t burn the tree. She wondered at the irony of burning wood to keep warm while living in a tree house.

      A huge table covered with fresh herbs and food, and surrounded by benches sat in the center of the room. This woman was a Healer. The place reminded her of Aunt Rita’s house, which she’d called home for the past six years. Herbs and small glass jars filled nearly every space not used for living. Near the fireplace sat a small bed. On it lay Amanda, covered with a quilt.

      Amanda’s eyes were closed and even though she slept, Mira could see regular breathing. Mira felt relieved to see her twin alive, although very pale.

      “Mom,” cried Dylan, trying to wiggle out of her arms.

      “Quiet,” whispered the Witch. “She’s sleeping. The poor girl is seriously depleted. I gave her some tea and bread but she needs rest.”

      “How did you find her?” Mira asked, putting Dylan on the floor.

      “She was at the stream. I frightened off the quirot who caught her.”

      “What did it want with her?”

      “Your sister was probably going to be dinner. Quirots will prey on humans who are helpless, but they usually eat smaller fare.” The Witch glanced away.

      She sensed the Witch was not telling her everything. Some sort of falsehood hung in the air.

      Mira sank down on the chair next to the bed, exhausted. Her empty belly rumbled. Dylan must be even hungrier. He stood on the floor next to Amanda’s head, stroking her hair and crying quietly. His life revolved around his mom. Not Grandma or Grandpa, with whom Dylan and Amanda lived. His dad was a complete no show. Dylan hardly knew Mira, because she had lived in Seattle his whole life. She was just the silly Auntie who cruised in and out of his world.

      Mira didn’t know what to do. Could she trust this woman? Deception ran rampant through this house, but she couldn’t tell what was lies or truth. Rage at what happened to Amanda bubbled to the surface. Dislike for this woman followed. Frustration and confusion about what to do next roiled around in her mind. She visualized a green balloon sucking up all her turbulent emotions, then tied a knot in it. She needed to focus.

      “Will Amanda recover?” Mira asked the old woman who stared at her.

      “It’s difficult to say. Her soul has been stolen. Amanda could survive without it although she would not be the sister you remember. Her chances will be better if her soul is returned.” The Witch’s eyebrows wrinkled together in disapproval and she shook her head.

      “I don’t understand any of this. How can a soul be stolen and your body still live?” Mira asked.

      “Aaah, you live in a different world than this one,” said the old woman, as she added more wood to the fire. “When I say her soul was stolen I’m describing a magical process. In your world you would describe it as missing a chakra, I think. It is the part of us that continues on after we die, your energetic being. Your sister’s ability to love and feel compassion was stolen from her as well as her potential for carrying power. What remains is a psychic black hole in her belly,” she said pointing to just below Amanda’s belly button.

      She remembered seeing the emptiness there when Amanda’s soul was first stolen. She shuddered at the memory of the dogs attacking Amanda and ripping something golden out of her belly. “But I saw those black dogs rip her up.”

      “Was there any blood?”

      “No.”

      “What you saw was powerful, dark magic. Tell me exactly what happened.”

      Mira recounted the horrible morning. Then she closed her eyes, put her head in her hands and said, “I’m afraid.”

      “You should be afraid,” said the old woman, stirring a pot on the hearth.

      “I’ll be honest with you. We need help. I don’t know what to do next. I don’t know where we are. You said we’re from a different world. I didn’t even know there were other worlds.”

      “There are many other worlds. I only know a few. Only a handful of people in this land realize that other realms exist.” She tore fresh basil, dropping the fragrant pieces into the pot on the hearth and added more water. “So Roderick and his men are out hunting again. That doesn’t surprise me,” she snorted. “I wouldn’t have thought it of Ronan, though.”

      “What are they hunting?”

      “They hunt the black unicorns every turn, secretly stalking them, desiring their power. Many of the unicorns feel hopeless their herds will ever recover from the massacre, so many dark turns have flown by with no change. Sometimes, they allow themselves to be killed,” the Witch said, angrily. “Fools, what will they do when they’ve killed them all? The unicorns' gifts will vanish from this world, beginning the slow drain of all magic.”

      She went over by a window, above the sink. A small falcon perched on a branch outside the opening, taking everything in. If Mira hadn’t seen it hop onto the old woman’s arm, she would have thought it was stuffed. The Witch whispered to it and the bird flew out the window. She turned back to Mira and Dylan and said, “My friend will tell the unicorns to hide until Roderick and his men are gone.”

      Mira felt awkward about having revealed so much to a stranger. “What should I call you?”

      “You can call me Aste.”

      “I’m Miranda, Mira. And this is Dylan.” He sat on the bed, leaning his head as close as he could to Amanda without touching her.

      Mira wondered if it had been wise to tell Aste about Roderick and Ronan. She didn’t know if Aste could be trusted. Still, killing unicorns.... But weren’t unicorns a myth? Like dragons and faeries? She buried her head in her hands again and breathed deeply, trying to clear her mind and find calmness. That’s what Aunt Rita would tell her to do. To calm herself so she could see clearly. To let her attachment to the outcome go. To simply gather information, then make a request. Only she’d never actually been able to accomplish all that.

      She looked up to see Dylan standing next to a small table, glass bowls filled with dried leaves and roots. He was about to tip the table over, trying to reach something.

      “Dylan, come here,” she said gently.

      He turned and looked at her. “Nanna,” he said pointing to a yellow fruit which sat on the table.

      “Oh no dear, that is not a banana,” said Aste. “It is a hapberry and not for eating. Here, have this,” she said, handing him a slice of bread from the counter.”

      Dylan looked at Mira as if to ask permission. She looked at Aste.

      Aste laughed and said, “I am not going to poison you. If I wanted you dead, you would be already.”

      Dylan, sensing her acceptance, took the bread and began gobbling it as if he hadn’t eaten for months.

      “You must both be starving.”

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “The soup is almost ready and then we can eat. It is getting dark. You can sleep here tonight. I only have blankets on the floor for the two of you. Before bed, I will try to discover who stole your sister’s soul. Then you can decide what to do tomorrow.”

      Mira nodded her agreement, having no better plan. Feeling numb, she helped clear off the large table.

      Aste set out ceramic bowls, each painted a different pattern. One with blue and white spirals, another with green waves and a third was brown with painted horses galloping around the inside. She brought wooden spoons and sat the pot of soup down on the heavy wood table with a thunk. Aste pulled up a chair, laid her hand flat on the table and closed her eyes. Mira and Dylan sat as well.

      Aste said, “Black Opal, creator of soil, bringer of water, breath of wind, source of light and the mystery within. We thank you for this bountiful meal and all the gifts you shower us with daily. Blessed be.”

      The soup tasted amazing. It contained vegetables and spices Mira had never tasted before, but reminded her of a curried coconut stew. Even Dylan, normally a picky eater, sat on her lap and ate his entire bowl. Amanda slept motionlessly all evening. Occasionally, she breathed heavily or moaned and Mira felt relief that her sister lived.

      After dinner Aste cleared the table and they washed and dried dishes. Aste put a flowered pattern silk cloth on the table. It looked gaudy in colors of red, orange and fuchsia silk cloth. She topped it with four, unlit white candles, which Mira assumed honored the four directions. There was an amber colored candle in the center. Aste set a crystal bowl full of water on the cloth. She then blew out all the oil lamps. The only light shone from the fireplace.

      “Shall we begin?”
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      Aste motioned for them to sit at the table. Mira tried to keep Dylan on her lap, but finally let him stand on his own chair.

      The Witch walked around the table, chanting in a language Mira didn’t recognize. Periodically, Aste would stop to light a candle from the fire, until all five burned and the room glowed with their warmth.

      She finished casting the circle and sat at the table in front of the bowl of water. “I have made a protective circle around this house and requested the presence of helpful spirits. Now, I will ask about your sister. Please clear your minds of everything, except your love for Amanda.”

      She took a cloth bag from her pocket, opened it and pulled out a large pinch of herbs. Aste saw  Mira staring and said, “Mint for clarity, yoala to call my guides and spirits, and sandwort to keep us grounded.” She rubbed the dried leaves between her hands and over the bowl of water. Her eyes closed and her lips moved silently. Then she let the crumbled leaves drop. They spread over the water, some floating and others sinking. Mira smelled the pungent mint along with other exotic scents. Aste kept her eyes closed for several minutes. Her hands clasped together and fingers touched her forehead. She bowed her head as if praying.

      Mira focused on the joy of being in her twin’s company and the pleasure of simply knowing Amanda lived. She had always depended on Amanda’s groundedness and compassion. Even when living in Seattle with Aunt Rita, Mira had phoned frequently to talk to Amanda and get her support.

      Aste opened her eyes and peered into the bowl, stopping once or twice to stir the herbs with a finger. Mira looked at them, but couldn’t see anything besides now soggy leaves. She never had been good at this, too impatient. Dylan stood entranced watching Aste and then stared into the bowl.

      “The news is not good. Nakia, the Dark Queen has stolen your sister’s soul because she destroyed her own.”

      “The Dark Queen?”

      “Her official title is Queen of the Black Opal. She is the very powerful woman who rules this world. The Queen is merciless, killing some for pleasure and torturing others like a madwoman. She is destroying our world with her greed for power and immortality. She is vile.”

      Mira’s heart sunk and fear began to fill her. They were now in this Queen’s world. She’d stolen Amanda’s soul; what would this Dark Queen do to Dylan and her?

      Aste continued, “It will be difficult to get your sister’s soul back. Nakia is protected by more than her army.”

      Great, thought Mira. She was in a world where a queen stole souls, unicorns were hunted for their power and she had a comatose sister and a three year old to help. What could she possibly accomplish?

      Dylan, clearly bored by the lack of action, went to sit in an armchair by the fire to watch Amanda. Mira watched as he pulled Freddie out from under his shirt and hugged the dinosaur.

      She took a couple of deep breaths and blew them out slowly. “What will she do with my sister’s soul?”

      “The only thing I can think is that she will try to make it her own, with the help of her sorcerer.” Aste’s face grew emotionless, but Mira sensed a deep vein of passion bubbling inside her. “This is very dark magic. They will have to do it when our moon Aine begins to wane. The dawn after Midsummer’s Eve. That leaves you nine days to get Amanda’s soul back.”

      “And what can I do? Go knock on the Queen’s door and say, ‘Hi, you’ve got my sister’s soul. Return it immediately or the toddler, the zombie, and I will push you down and sit on you!’”

      Aste laughed. Then she looked serious again. “You will do whatever it is your heart tells you to do.” Aste looked at her as if she could see inside her heart. “It is what we all try to do.”

      Mira snorted.

      She sat for a long time staring at the fire while Aste opened the circle and cleared things away. Dylan had fallen asleep curled up in the chair. Mira didn’t know what to do.

      “I will make a bed for the two of you and you can dream on the question,” said Aste.

      Mira helped pull cushions and blankets out of a closet that hadn’t been there earlier. They made two beds on the floor. Mira put Dylan in one. He stirred briefly but didn’t wake up. She lay down on the other bed. Aste added a few more logs to the fire and went through a door in the kitchen to another room. How there could be another room in this tiny building?

      Mira lay awake worrying and feeling overwhelmed. She felt scared about what needed to be done. Aunt Rita had given up on her only two days ago and that rejection left her feeling worthless. After six years of schooling and work Mira’s magic remained wild and uncontrollable. Rita had told her to go home and do something else; get a job, go to college, find a life.

      Well, here was a job, but how could she possibly out-magic and outwit a Dark Queen? Especially when her abilities were so pathetic and courage was running short. She slid into a fitful sleep gazing into the fire, still seeing those horrible dogs and the black swan.

      She woke in the morning to a quiet humming noise. Rolling over she found Dylan holding a small, glowing ball in his hands. He bobbed the ball of light gently up and down, cooing at it. Mira gasped and Dylan, startled, looked in her direction.

      The ball suddenly took an almost human shape and zoomed out the open window. Dylan looked down at his hands disappointed.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “Faya,” he said.

      She felt puzzled for a few moments, then asked “Faerie?”

      He nodded as if delighted at being understood.

      “You’re joking.” She didn’t believe in faeries. Just like Witches weren’t real even though it was clear she was a Witch. Her problem was she couldn’t believe in herself.

      Her father had believed in her, before he killed himself. But Mom had always believed her abilities were evil.

      Aunt Rita had explained that when Mom was five, she got angry with a neighbor kid and blasted him with all her energy. The boy fell backwards over his bike and cracked his head open on a large rock. He became disabled and ended up in a nursing home. Rita said Mom never got over that and refused to have anything to do with magic, even shutting her own sister out of her life. Mira thought it ironic that Mom could deal with Amanda getting pregnant and having a kid at fifteen, but doing magic put Mira into exile. So she lived without her mom’s support and love. Now to add Aunt Rita’s rejection on top of all that made the ache worse.

      Mira searched for what she could have done differently to get her mom to accept her, but could find no way out of that quagmire. She was what she was; a Witch who couldn’t control her power and who didn’t really believe in her own abilities.

      She took the hair tie out of her hair, tried to comb it with her fingers to remove some of the tangles and watched Dylan walk around the kitchen area, looking at all the glass jars.

      Yet somehow, they were now in a world where branches glowed, unicorns existed along side web-footed predators, souls could be stolen and now it seemed, faeries lived.

      She could feel herself growing more vibrant the further they went in this world. It was like paint and water spread on paper. All her colors could move and mingle. But it was a long ways from doing actual magic.

      Aste came in the front door with a basketful of plums, roots and herbs, which she set on the table. “I see you are awake.”

      “Yes,” she said, looking over at Amanda, who still lay unconscious.

      “She should wake up sometime this afternoon,” said Aste. “I’ve collected herbs and roots, some you may know: Solomon’s seal, sweet violets, hawthorn, lemon verbena, lemon balm and some that only grow here in these mountains: tuain, riaba and mustinwort. Your sister will need to take these until she gets her soul back. They will help boost her energy level, but most important make her less moody. Still, she will not be the same sister you are accustomed to.

      “How will she be different?”

      “She will not have much stamina and will be very bitter and irritable. The herbs may help somewhat, but...,” Aste sighed, “Your sister will be difficult to manage and may be more interested in seeking revenge than doing anything useful to help get her soul back. She will be very angry and the closer she comes to her soul, the more that fury will consume her. Amanda will not be rational.”

      “If...,” Mira stopped herself, then continued. “No, when we get her soul back, then what?”

      “I can help return her soul to her body.”

      “We have no way of repaying you for any of this. We have nothing of value.”

      “You have yourself. The worlds work in odd ways. There are many unseen strings tying us all together. When we help others, we may not see the direct effect, but our help will enable them to assist someone else further down the road. That might come back to help us or perhaps not, but it sets up a web of intention towards goodness that stands firm against evil. We must all do our own small piece. Whether it will make a difference in the great balance of things we may never know. Life is not like a story with all the lessons and consequences tied up neatly at the end. From our point of view it is often messy and disorganized. There, that is my lecture on life,” she said, rubbing her hands together as if she dusted flour off them.

      Aunt Rita would have said something like ‘karma’ or ‘what goes around comes around’, but this seemed more accurate. She liked Aste’s explanation better. “But what is it I’m supposed to do?”

      “The best you can. Believe in yourself. Believe in possibilities. It is clear you have great power, although it is unfocused and disorderly. Act as if magic is possible, because it is not only possible, it IS. You know that deep in your heart. I see it, but your mind tells you otherwise.”

      “How do you know all this?”

      Aste laughed and pulled two pots down from hooks on the ceiling. “It is what I do. I am a Witch. I do magic. I see the obvious. And the not so obvious.”

      Mira shook her head. Folding up the blankets and then stowing them and the cushions in the closet they came out of, she asked “Why do you live in a tree. Are you afraid of being attacked?”

      Amused, Aste turned to her and handed Dylan half of a plum she cut as he climbed on a chair. “I always wanted to live in a tree house. So, I built one. No one has ever tried to attack me. Why would they?” she asked, with a wry smile on her face.

      “Aren’t you afraid of the Dark Queen?”

      “No, but I have great respect for her power. I do not get in her way.”

      “But you will get in her way if you help us, won’t you?”

      “Yes,” she sighed, “and I am sure she will be aware of that soon, but the trees tell me it is time for change in this world and I must do my part,” said Aste. Her face looked completely empty as if she were masking her emotions. Clearly, this part of the conversation was at an end when Aste began bustling around and taking bottles off of shelves.

      Mira and Dylan helped her brew up the infusion of herbs. Aste reduced the gallon of water and herbs to a quarter cup of liquid. It took hours. Aste talked to them of her world as Dylan alternately played with Freddie beside Amanda’s bed and napped in the bedside chair.

      Aste poured the infusion into a small silver flask. “Amanda may only have one capful a day. Best to slip it into her food or water so she does not notice.”

      There came a tentative knock at the door. Aste glanced into a mirror that hung by the sink. It was very beautiful, made of several pieces of mirror cut and laid at angles within the frame in such a way that they seemed to reflect each other. Mira could see the fractured reflections seemed to create a picture of trees, a stream, a dark horse by a tree and a man.

      “Excuse me, I have a customer.” Aste went to the door and opened it a foot and stood in the door. Mira busied herself cleaning up the table they’d been using, trying to overhear the short, terse conversation.

      Aste closed the door, came back into the kitchen, rummaged through a drawer and pulled out a small bag. She filled it with a mixture of different herbs. The fragrant scent of roses, and something like sandalwood wafted Mira’s way. Aste rolled her eyes at Mira as she returned to the other side of the door and presumably handed it to whoever stood there. Aste came back in and closed the door. “Difficult customer. A man who does not believe in his own strength. He needs to find the power to take control of his destiny and the courage to open himself and love the right woman. All that is intertwined in our lives.”

      Mira heard a moan behind her and turned to see Amanda stirring. Dylan went and knelt on the floor beside her bed.

      “Amanda are you okay?” Mira asked, sitting on the edge of the bed and taking her hand.

      Amanda opened her eyes and stared as if trying to understand things. Her eyes looked haunted. There lay an emptiness, a darkness that had never been there before. Mira realized Amanda's irises were still completely black.

      “It’s okay, you’re safe,” Mira said, relieved her twin was conscious.

      Amanda coughed and demanded, “Where the hell am I?”
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      Ronan woke instantly when the chiala began chattering just before dawn. Their red and gold plumage flashed through the mossy trees as they chased insects and each other squabbling all the while. He walked down to the stream which ran past the camp.

      While washing up, the cold water slapped his face awake and he dried it on the nearby jacket. He returned as the other men began to wake with the dawn. While packing the bedroll he realized all his dreams had centered around the redhead. She had not left his thoughts since waking either.

      She was no more beautiful than the court women who threw themselves at him. Mira wasn’t charming, instead quite withdrawn and distrustful. Yet, he had wanted her since their power danced together, although she hadn’t given any recognition of what happened. Most of the women he met didn’t have that kind of power. And she came from another land, he thought, while silently eating bread and cheese with the other men, half listening to their banter. Her otherworldliness attracted him. She was mysterious. He walked over to the now cold fire pit, and pulled a chunk of dried, deer meat off the carcass. While chewing it, he tucked more meat into a bag hanging from his saddle.

      It was still early as the men saddled their horses to hunt again. They would leave nothing behind. The cask from the ale was burnt last night, the metal staves bent and put in someone's saddlebag. The deer meat was divided up, the carcass buried and the fire pit covered over with moss and quickly transplanted short plants. Ewan carefully swept the entire area with branches, erasing foot and hoof prints. Once they were back on the road, their camp would look as if no one had been there.

      A guard yelled out and they stood alert as hoof beats clattered on the rocks and a messenger rode quickly into their midst. Ronan recognized him from his father’s household.

      Roderick took the messenger aside and listened with a grim face. He motioned to James and Eric, his two most trusted advisors and spoke quickly with them.

      Ronan watched and exchanged glances with Ewan. He put his face in Pinecone’s mane and breathed horse scent in deeply. He wanted nothing more than to go to Aste’s and find out about Mira.

      Roderick got everyone’s attention, announcing his need to return home. As they packed up, his father pulled Ronan aside and spoke quietly.

      “One of my spies has informed me that Nakia and the Sorcerer are plotting against the dragons. This cannot happen. If humans and dragons go to war, the dragons would make us all vulture food. I have decided to seek alliance with the dragons. You are the only dragon speaker that I can trust, I wish you to go contact them and ask for their help.”

      Ronan felt alarmed at such news. Roderick sighed deeply, then rested a hand on his shoulder.

      Such a step by the Queen and Sorcerer was suicide. For his father to ask such a thing of him meant the time grew near to act. However, even if the dragons would talk with him and not fry him alive, chances were not good they would agree to an alliance. “What do you want me to say?” he asked.

      “Tell them there is a plot against them and we ask for their help in removing the Queen from power. When you are finished, come to me and I will have something for you to relate to the pooka.”

      He finished packing, mulling over the news. His father would finally be making the move they had planned for turns. He watched Roderick walk through the camp speaking privately to Ewan and then to each of the men in turn. He knew Roderick was arranging for all things to be set in motion.

      As he mounted up and began to ride off, Ewan grabbed his leg. “Have a care brother,” Ewan said. “You have the easy job. I must meet with Lady Otalla and persuade her she wants to be on our side.” He dramatically shuddered with distaste.

      Ronan laughed. “We will meet again,” Ewan had never been able to break through Lady Otalla’s distaste of young lords. He had steadily been making friends with other nobles throughout the turns, traveling around the land with the pretense of sightseeing and hunting. Ronan did the same, but with his special abilities, his mission lay elsewhere.

      The trail through the Azure Mountains led directly past the Witch. If these were going to be his last days alive, he would at least learn more about the redhead, he thought while riding through the woods. He reached the Witch’s home while it was still early morning.

      He left Pinecone to graze beneath the tree and climbed the staircase. Knocking on the door, he searched for words. Ronan felt torn for the first time in his life between what he wanted and doing important work to depose the Queen and bring his father to rule. Work only he could do, but it would take time to pursue Mira. She would be difficult to impress. His job was to talk to dragons and pooka and do the other things Roderick would come up with. Somehow he must find a way to do both.

      His turmoil was interrupted when the door opened. Aste stood in the doorway. He saw steam rising in the background, but little else. As he opened his mouth to talk, she shushed him and motioned for him to wait, then closed the door.

      A few moments later she returned and said, “I wondered how long it would take you to come to your senses. The woman you seek is named Mira. She leaves here the day after tomorrow and must travel to the Tower of the Black Opal. She will need assistance on the road, especially after she passes over the mountains. Once her presence is discovered, she will have many deadly enemies. Wear this pouch around your neck and contemplate what you are willing to do to have her in your life.” She turned to go.

      “Please, Aste, wait.”

      “Ah, so you do know my name,”

      “Of course,” he said feeling embarrassed. “I must warn you. I know you have kept yourself isolated from politics lately, but huge changes are coming. They may effect you, because the Sorcerer is involved.”

      Aste spat, “That vile creature has made his own path. It will be ended. Do not worry about him. I will take care of my mistakes.” She paused and looked him in the eye, “Surely, you did not come to tell me this?”

      He felt his face flush. “No, you are right, I came about the redhead. Mira.”

      “Good, take care you choose the right redhead.” She turned and went inside.

      He stood for a minute looking at the closed door puzzled about what she said. He, like everyone else, didn't find the Witch's riddles amusing. As he descended the stairs, Ronan wondered what he needed to do, to change to have Mira in his life? Would she be worth him doing something he knew was wrong? No, he decided. He wouldn't go that far. Did Aste mean he needed to change himself? But, he would do almost anything that felt right to gain this woman.

      Calling Pinecone, he realized the pouch was still in his hand. He smelled it, flowery, pungent and strong, then tied it around his neck, tucking it into his shirt. Instinct told him to trust Aste even as he wondered what the charm was meant for. Some clarity would certainly be welcome. Pinecone nuzzled the bag beneath his shirt as Ronan untied him.

      They set off down the trail to find the dragons. While riding, he tried to understand Aste’s words but realized there would be no clear answer until later. His thoughts moved towards the dragons.

      There was no surety they would talk to him. When he contacted them last, several turns ago, a separatist movement had grown and gained power within their political system. They wanted no humans around.

      He found the old road and Pinecone almost flew down it, so eager to run. Ronan felt his loose hair whipping behind him, tangling with the horse’s mane as he crouched, his face near Pinecone’s outstretched neck. The wind blew through their nostrils and the pounding of the stone road beneath them reverberated throughout their bodies. He loved times like this when their oneness was complete.

      After a time Pinecone slowed to a trot and Ronan speculated about how to approach the dragons. If they had all became separatists, he'd be most unwelcome and his news and offer would be inflammatory.

      His tutors had told him the problems between humans and dragons began fifty turns ago with the great unicorn massacre. Unicorns of every color , black, white, pinto, roan, bay, golden and even speckled had filled the plains. White unicorns were the most common and the herds seemed healthiest with this balance. Many unicorn horns were spotted or patched with color, frosted or roaned as well, and highly prized by humans as an aphrodisiac. Because of the danger, the horns were only taken from dead unicorns. The glorious herds had been incredible to watch, he was told. Occasionally dragons or humans preyed on them, humans for the horns and dragons for the meat. Unicorns possessed their own very alien magic and used it when cornered, making them deadly.

      The dragons flew in abundance at that time. Their number increased and many bonded with humans. The two species shared a smooth relationship; fertility and ease had covered the Land of the Black Opal.

      The unicorns, many of whom became so fearless and powerful that they wandered the city streets. They trespassed into the royal gardens and dined on Nakia’s rare black roses, which only bloomed once a turn. The Queen, who had become mentally unstable, decided to teach them a lesson. She persuaded the dragons to join in a hunt with humans and the destruction that followed was unanticipated by all.

      Nakia tapped into very dark magic and made a potion for all the human hunters. As they drank their emotions seeped into the dragons joined with them. A blood rage rose among the dragons that was insatiable. The joined pairs began the hunt. All the unicorns in the city were slaughtered. The massacre spread to the plains where they were nearly all killed as well. The only survivors were black for they ran into the Black Silk Canyons and vanished among the rocks. Even the dragons could not see them and humans were unable to flush them out. Eventually the surviving unicorns moved into the mountains far away from most humans and stayed hidden. No one had caught even a glimpse of anything other than a black unicorn since that time.

      As the potion wore off, humans returned to their former selves. They and their dragons felt appalled after realizing what they had done. They had been bewitched by evil magic. The human and dragon pairs felt such despair they committed suicide by dashing themselves against the sharp cliffs near the Inland Sea until it ran crimson and amber with blood. The remaining dragons vowed never to join with humans again or to reproduce unless the unicorn population began to recover and the white unicorns reappeared. The number of dragons dwindled and the fabric of their world began to unravel.

      Ronan asked Pinecone to slow to a walk. He shifted in the saddle and rubbed the horse’s neck affectionately.

      Many humans not only felt little regret for the devastation to the unicorns, they still continued to hunt them. One of his tutors pinpointed the massacre as the first slippery footstep down the slope to where their world was now. People gave up being nomads. The tutor surmised they stood only about three more steps from falling into a boiling pool of swampy water, from which there could be no return.

      After a day of hard riding they reached Fire Pass, the highest pass in the mountains. He left Pinecone, unsaddled, close to a hidden cave. Horses felt uneasy around dragons. Pinecone looked at him worriedly. Ronan brought up an image in his mind of the horse safely grazing with a herd and sent it to the stallion. Pinecone relaxed and found a place large enough to roll. Then Ronan turned and walked up the canyon floor.

      Beginning his ascent to the tallest butte, he marveled that the warm rocks looked red up close. From a distance they seemed a lavish blue, beneath the indigo light, hence the name Azure Mountains. The cliff held heat and the crunchy rocks crumbed beneath his hands, making climbing difficult. He put one foot on a large stone. As his weight shifted to that foot, it slid beneath him. His heart leapt. He regained his balance, but kept losing ground. Fear of the dragons didn't leave. He didn't want to die after finally finding a reason to live. Mira was the woman he had waited for.

      Ronan began the climb again, ignoring the cuts on his hands from the sharp rocks. After much effort he reached the top. It lay wide and flat as if sheared off by some monstrous storm. The wind whipped his hair around, but was not strong enough to make him lose his balance. He put his hands to his mouth and called in the direction of the coast of the Masay Ocean, using the ritual language with the most formal tone. He stood silently and waited.

      A dragon would either come to talk or kill him. Or both. He felt tension and anxiety run throughout his body. Though he sat and did the ancient calming exercises, relaxation didn't come. The cold wind made his muscles tighter. He gave up on his body and did a focusing exercise to clear his mind. His thoughts must be clear.

      A beautiful, sea green dragon appeared and cautiously circled above him, probing. He called again. The dragon spiraled lower, its wings full out, gliding. He moved to the edge of the butte, giving the dragon room to land. As it got closer, the gale created by the dragon felt like a storm at sea. His hair and clothes blew backwards, threatening to tear off. The creature was close enough that its belly glistened like the inside of an old sea shell, the pearl color which looks like a rainbow. The dragon landed and the soft stone he stood on shook with its impact. Ronan sensed the dragon was female. She smelled like seaweed and the ocean.

      She stared at him, flapping her translucent, pearly wings in agitation, taking his measure. He bowed at her, in the old way, touching his head to his knees, hoping she wouldn't feel his fear. She had arrived very quickly. He doubted she simply flew by and happened to hear him. It meant the dragons still sent out patrols to guard the weirs.

      “Why do you call us?” she asked. She didn't give her name, which meant he was beneath her notice. So the dance began. His tutor told him it always came to this with dragons, these days. Humans needed to try their best to outwit them, a difficult task since dragons were born very smart and grew more intelligent by the day. Old dragons were very wise creatures.

      “My name is Ronan, I wish to speak with the High Dragon.”

      After a long pause, she tipped her head sideways and said in a smooth voice, “My name is Gossa.”

      He smiled inwardly, although his neck and shoulder muscles still clenched with apprehension. By being exceedingly polite, he had shamed her into introducing herself.

      Gossa continued, “Why do you wish to speak with our High Dragon?” she asked suspiciously, pink flushed through her wings.

      That was good, she felt flustered. “It is a matter concerning both dragons and humans. My father has found a plot against you,” he said, quietly, trying to stay relaxed and alert. Roderick had felt sure the dragons didn't know of the plot. They no longer any contact with the Black Opal City, not since the massacre.

      Gossa thrashed her wings in anger. She said, “The High Dragon is on retreat for several days. I will give him your message when he returns.” She paused and cocked her head the other way, scales shimmering with emotion. That they flickered so much with a stranger she distrusted hinted to Ronan that she must be very young. “If he should choose to speak with you, he will find you.”

      The fact she told him so much, made him feel the dragon would not kill him today. He breathed deeply with relief.

      The statement was her way of saying, do not bother to wait.

      He knew his father wanted him to speak with the pooka, but he also knew his father calculated it would take several days to contact the dragons, and that Ronan might not survive. That was the risk one took when learning to speak with dragons. Which was why Roderick had known of no one else who could do it, secretly. Dragon speakers didn't live long lives and there were few of them. His father would make plans for someone else to contact the pooka if Ronan didn't return.

      With luck and a little planning, he might be able to help both Mira and his father. He wanted to do the right thing for Roderick, but couldn't stop thinking of Aste’s words about Mira needing help. He tried to gauge how long it would take her to ride through the forest and over the mountains. “I will be here again in two days,” he said.

      Gossa nodded and said, “I will tell him.” She shook her wings out and turned telling him the conversation was over.

      As she coiled into the air, the wind she created nearly did knock him off the butte. After regaining his balance, he looked out across the mountains. The Opal light faded to dimness. He could see the Great Inland Sea behind the Tower of the Black Opal to the East. The City lay where the sea curved in towards the land to meet it. He sighed at the stark beauty surrounding him, so different from the lush forest. He loved them both and would do anything to protect this land.

      He climbed down to get Pinecone, who felt relieved to see him, despite the tasty grass patch he found. The stallion nuzzled him, seeking reassurance that no danger existed. Ronan breathed in deeply, smelling the wind off the sea. They were too high up to smell the saltiness, but the air was fresh. His muscles gradually relaxed and he made Pinecone feel their safety.

      They rode back into the forest and made camp for the night. As Ronan ate dried meat and some old bread, he thought again about Mira. What did he want from her? More than to simply have her in his bed. He'd been with enough women to know he wanted more.

      Mira’s magic had curled around him like soft velvet; he remembered the feel of it as he led her to the sister’s footprints. The memory of it caressed his skin. She seemed unaware of those sensations, he thought. The wildness of her magic told him she didn't have much training. He knew she held powerful potential, but it felt largely untapped, like a deep underground reservoir no one knows is there.

      He wanted her to look at him with the same fierce love she felt for the child. He wanted to see her strength, to know what drove her passion.

      Ronan dreamt of Mira again that night. She wandered lost in the forest, afraid. He kept trying to reach her and could not. She stood just out of his sight, although he could hear her crying.

      He slept fitfully and woke early. While saddling Pinecone, he chewed more dried deer meat. Dew had settled on his saddle during the night and he wiped it dry before mounting the stallion. Pinecone danced around, eager to be on the road.

      They started off westward towards Aste’s home. He'd spend the night in the forest near the Witch's home to be there when Mira departed the next morning.
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      Aste came back inside, picked up a mug and handed it to Mira and nodded towards Amanda.

      “Here, drink this,” said Mira, sitting on the bed.

      Amanda took the cup and drank, screwing up her face. “This tastes terrible.”

      “Sometime medicine does,” said Aste.

      Amanda looked at her dubiously, then at Mira. Mira pointed to the cup. Amanda scowled as if about to argue, shrugged as if she decided not to, then downed the rest of the medicine. “Where am I and who are you?” snapped Amanda, handing the empty cup back.

      “I am Aste, a Healer. As to where you are, well you are in my world, the Land of the Black Opal. We are west of the Azure Mountains in the Forest of Analla .”

      “Why am I here?”

      “Your soul has been stolen,” said Aste.

      Amanda asked, “Who the hell stole my soul?”

      “The Dark Queen, who rules this world.”

      “You’re joking,” said Amanda.

      “She’s not joking,” said Mira.

      “Does this Dark Queen have a name?”

      “Yes,” said Aste, “but I will not say it again. To say the name is to invite her presence and she is not welcome here.”

      “But you said Roderick and Ronan’s names.” Mira was puzzled.

      “They do not have her power nor her intent to do harm,” said Aste, looking thoughtful.

      Amanda turned to Mira, gave her a long look and said, “You’re both out of your minds. If souls do exist, which I’m not even sure about, they certainly can’t be stolen. I’m tired.” She lay down, rolled away from them on her side and went back to sleep.

      “I warned you she might be a little difficult.”

      “Difficult! After all I’ve gone through trying to find her...,” Mira reached to wake her up.

      “Let her sleep, she will need her rest. You must realize you will not get help from her. You may have to drag her through this whole ordeal.”

      “I can’t do all this myself.”

      “You may find assistance along the way,” Aste said. She nodded towards Dylan who stood by the kitchen window his hands stretched out in front of him. A foot above his upturned palms hovered three glowing orbs of light. He giggled as he moved his hands and the lights followed his movements like juggling balls. When he realized Mira and Aste watched him, his concentration broke. The balls of light swirled around him then danced out the window.

      “It seems the faeries have adopted him,” Aste said with a sly smile. “They will help you.”

      “What help will faeries be against a Queen who can steal souls and her Sorcerer?” Mira noticed that her grimy fingernails seemed to dig into her palms of their own accord. Despair was overwhelming her. The question lay heavily on her shoulders. Her neck and head ached from tension

      “Perhaps more than you know. You have a choice here. You can either have faith things will work out, that you are here for a purpose and forge ahead, or you can give up and take your sister home. Either way, your life will never be the same again.” Aste returned to the kitchen, humming quietly.

      She sat for a long time staring into the fire, listening to all the voices who didn’t believe in her, mainly her mother’s, “You aren’t a Witch, I just won’t believe it.” Mira could still feel the pain of her mom throwing her out, even though it happened when she was twelve. Aunt Rita, disappointed in her, saying, “You’ll never be any good at magic until you believe in yourself. I think you need to take a few months off, maybe a year or two. Go back home.”

      Mira felt like she’d been punched in the gut. Tears streamed down her face. The scent of lemon balm steeping into tea wafted over to her.

      She sat and worried. She couldn’t just take Amanda back home without her soul and would never forgive herself for not trying.

      Mira heard the wind pick up outside and the tree groan in response. The house swayed slightly with the tree. She looked at Aste who was helping Dylan peel some sort of orange-colored, oniony thing. Aste seemed not to notice the wind.

      She got up and helped Aste and Dylan prepare more potions.

      “I will be coming with you for a portion of your journey, but must part ways with you after we cross the high pass. I have something I must do. A mistake to rectify,” said Aste.

      “How will I know where to go and what to do?”

      “I will make a map for you to Black Opal City. As for what to do, I think you will have to play that by ear, as they say in your world,” said Aste.

      “How do you know about our world?”

      “I used to travel a lot. There are portals between the lands that one can use. Of course they do change as the land is alive. I have a few other methods as well.”

      She felt sure Aste wasn’t going to tell her what those methods were. “Why does your house seem so small from the outside, but much larger inside?”

      “Magic, my dear.”

      “What does that mean? What kind of magic?”

      “The best kind, illusion. On the outside of my house I create what I want people to see and think about me. By the time they meet me and come inside most people have their minds made up about who I am and what this tree house is.”

      “What do you mean the 'land is alive'?”

      “In your world you see the earth as dead, static. She is not. She is a living, breathing being. In our world we recognize this and as a result she lives and breathes more visibly. Even this house is alive and growing. She grows to fit my needs,” said Aste, gesturing to two extra beds now sitting by the fireplace, a small one for Dylan and a larger one for Mira

      “How did you do that?” she asked.

      “I did nothing. The land sees a need and grows this house for me, as I do her work, healing others.”

      “I don’t understand, how does the land live?” she asked, cutting up some potatoes Aste set in front of her.

      All this seemed hard to believe, although Mira should be the last person to doubt. She should be studying to be a Witch, a Healer. Why was believing in magic so difficult for her? She could believe in little things like synchronicity and your own ability to change your life, but this felt overwhelming. Growing houses and living worlds were Magic with a capital M.

      “I think I will leave that for you to discover on your journey.”

      “Is this true in the other lands you know about?”

      “I know of several other worlds besides yours and yes the lands are alive, although in at least one of those worlds the land is clearly male.”

      “Male?” asked Mira. “How can land be female or male?” This made no sense to her. Mira spent a lot of time reading books on Wicca and Goddess studies, but the whole ‘moon and earth as feminine’, ‘sky as masculine’ stuff made no sense to her. Rita always said she had too much intellect, too little intuition going on.

      “I think you should ask why you think it should be neuter. When your world stopped thinking of the land as female, it became much easier for different peoples to view it as dead, just a patch of earth to be cut up, sold and abused. That culture saw the land as a commodity to sell, use up, then throw away. That is rape and murder. The things stolen from the land this way, food, shelter and luxuries are products of those crimes.”

      Mira realized, with a shock, that Aste described earth. The Western World, maybe the Eastern part too for all she knew, had lived this way for a very long time. Too much of the earth had been thrown away until people began to realize there was no away anymore. “So what’s the alternative?”

      “How much better would it be if you realized the land was alive, nourished her and helped her to create what you need to survive and thrive without the expectation of ownership and then abandonment when she became worn out? The gifts she could give would be beyond your dreams.”

      Mira moved on to cutting up onions, her head spinning. The onions brought her back to herself as her eyes started watering. Even as Mira rubbed her eyes, she felt herself growing sleepy. All she wanted to do was lie down. She wiped her hands on a towel and began to walk toward the fireplace, watching the room change as she went. Black tendrils moved through the air, pulling her towards the floor. She felt heavy. Sinking in a chair she vaguely heard Dylan cry out, “Go outside. Stinky.”

      She slumped down and rested her head on the back.

      Aste cried out “Ventilate!”

      She watched as the other end of the house vanished. Windows and doors that hadn’t existed before opened. A strong breeze blew through. The fresh air felt bracing to Mira’s face, invigorating her.

      Aste stood in the center of the room, her lips moving, no sound coming out. Mira saw amber smoke swirling around her and circling out to the rest of the room. The missing walls reappeared, the windows and doors slammed shut with a bang. Dylan crouched under the kitchen table, shivering.

      Mira felt alert and awake again. She rose and picked up Dylan. “What was that?” she asked Aste.

      “The Queen,” Aste said grimly. “She caused a potion to go wrong and tried to put us to sleep.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure,” said Aste, walking to the kitchen window and peering out. She opened the window, letting the small falcon in. She whispered to the bird and off it flew. Aste closed the window and wiped her hands on a towel. “That should take care of it.” Aste’s face looked unconvinced.

      Mira tried to get her to explain, but Aste would say nothing more.

      Amanda woke up again, briefly, in the evening.

      “Why did she want my soul? Why not someone else’s?” Amanda demanded to know before she would drink the medicine.

      “Your soul is very kind and compassionate or you may live near a portal,” replied Aste, with great patience.

      “So how do I get my soul back?” she wailed, holding Dylan tightly on her lap, more for her comfort than his, it seemed to Mira.

      “You and your sister will need to solve that when you get there.”

      “How long will that take?” she asked, scowling.

      “Four days.”

      “So if we have nine days total,” said Mira, “that leaves us four days to get her soul back.”

      “No, yesterday began the first day and tomorrow we have more preparations to make. Amanda will not be strong enough to leave until the day after. You will have less than a day if we arrive late on the eighth day. She will perform the ritual just after high moon, which comes in the middle of that night,” said Aste.

      “No, I can go tomorrow,” Amanda proclaimed.

      “Can you walk?” asked Aste, her arms folded and a look of disbelief on her face.

      Mira got up from the bed to let Amanda out. Dylan scrambled off the bed, “Walk, Mommy,” he said, his face wrinkled with worry.

      Amanda tried to stand but collapsed into Mira’s arms and back onto the bed.

      “Why am I so weak?”

      “Because your soul has been stolen and you have a black hole in your psyche and your energetic body,” said Aste. “It is to be expected. You will not be ready before the third day and even then you probably will not be walking without help. Now, drink this,” she said, handing the cup to Amanda.

      Amanda took the cup reluctantly and drank the liquid. She gave Aste a dirty look, then curled up into a fetal position and went back to sleep.

      “Will we be able to travel?” asked Mira. She felt worried. How could any of this work?

      “Yes, she will be weak, but the closer she gets to her soul the stronger she will become. Still, I must find some horses tomorrow.”

      Aste got up and walked to the kitchen window. She whispered a few words out of it. Mira heard rustling in the tree outside the window.

      Dylan’s face lit up and he said, “Faya?”

      “No, no faeries tonight. They are busy elsewhere. But the land will provide,” said Aste.

      “No Faya,” he said, clearly disappointed.

      Dylan and Mira climbed into their new beds and Aste went off into another part of the house. Dylan bounced. He talked to Freddie. He talked to Mira. It seemed hours before she could settle him into sleep.

      In her grogginess, Mira thought she lay in bed back home or at Aunt Rita’s and the TV was on in the other room. Drifting off to sleep, she heard Aste laughing and could have sworn she heard Oprah Winfrey’s voice in the background. Then her dreams turned dark with black tendrils invading her ears, nose and mouth, choking the breath from her. A shadowed woman laughed as Mira tried to breathe.
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      “You will need different clothes to blend with the trees and shrubs and to seem as if you belong here,” Aste told Mira. “Try these on.”

      She handed pants and blouses in green tones to Amanda and Mira, brown pants and a shirt to Dylan. She also gave them simple, brown leather shoes with brown, wool socks. Capes with hoods were for the sisters and a sweater to Dylan. “It will be cold in the mountains.”

      Aste wore a brown split skirt with a blouse and brown cape. which made her look like a normal person from this world, Mira guessed. Aste braided her long, gray hair, coiling it on top of her head.

      “I’m not wearing these drabby clothes,” said Amanda. “No way.”

      “Fine, we’ll just go home without your soul,” snapped Mira, impatiently. “This isn’t exactly a picnic for us either.”

      Amanda glared at her and grudgingly put the clothes on.

      Amanda was acting like a three year old. Even Dylan didn’t act as badly. Other than running off while she slept that once, Dylan hadn’t acted out much at all. And he’d just lost his mom.

      She kept telling herself, seven more days, just seven more days. We’ll have her soul back, we’ll finish it all and go back home. If she didn’t kill Amanda first.

      They spent the day packing food, infusions and herbs. Aste planned several stops to sell herbs and infusions along the way. She had customers who lived a long distance away and there were shops in the coastal towns where she traded periodically. They stashed their packs with the traveling clothes and food in a cave a short distance from Aste’s home, so they wouldn’t have to carry them all down in the morning. It meant several trips up and down the stairs, but it would give them a faster start in the morning. She wondered how they would carry it all. So far no horses had appeared.

      Amanda worked hard to stay awake, but was crabby all day. She wanted to try the stairs, but Aste wouldn’t let her, keeping her busy packing things. Thankfully, she collapsed into sleep just after dinner. Dylan played with the faeries. Aste drew a map of their journey for Mira. It seemed like a straightforward road, but the longer Mira looked at it, the more dubious she felt.

      Mira fell asleep quickly and dreamt about hearing the tune from Jeopardy in the background and Aste running on a treadmill in a tropical flowered, crop top with workout shorts. Her hair wasn’t long and gray, but short and spiky.

      She woke to a blazing fire. It felt a little too warm.

      She snapped awake, fully alert. Flames jumped out of the fireplace. Herbs burnt on the ceiling, filling the room with thick smoke.

      Aste screamed, “Wake up!” and pulled Amanda from her bed. Mira got up quickly and followed Dylan to the door.

      “No, the stairway is burning. Out the window,” cried Aste, pointing

      Mira pulled Dylan to the large open window opposite the front door. A rope ladder hung down. The window had not been there yesterday.

      Dylan quickly grabbed Freddie the dinosaur. As Mira picked him up, he clung to her neck, wrapping his legs around her waist. The fresh air felt rejuvenating. Her throat burned and eyes felt raw from the smoke. She climbed down the long ladder through the dark tree, kicking branches out of the way. Shaking with fear, she went down. Her soft hands burned from hanging on so tightly to the rope. Above, she could see Aste coming down the ladder, carrying Amanda. Dylan looked up and kept silent. Then he buried his face in her chest.

      It was hard going. She gasped for breath when smoke blew her way. Burning branches fell from above. Looking up she saw flames clawing out the window. They needed to get down before the rope burned.

      As she descended the ladder, more fires grew visible. The tree burned near the trunk where the staircase connected, and above the house. How it could be that the stairs burned if the fire began by escaping the fireplace?

      Her legs collapsed upon hitting the ground. She looked around. Who might be waiting for any survivors of the fire? As she set Dylan on the ground she gasped. He was covered with spines. He had  quietly transformed into a porcupine with a tail. He spun around squealing with delight, tossing Freddie in the air with his tiny paws. She kept her weight on the ladder to hold it taut, astounded that Aste could climb down and help Amanda at the same time.

      Mira’s skin tingled, feeling itchy. She looked at her hands holding the rope. Hair and spines grew and her fingers shortened to become paws. She tried to keep her weight on the ladder. It took some time for her to realize Aste was changing her. Mira's eyes adjusted to the darkness. She shrank to the size of a real porcupine. She felt each individual spine and whatever it touched.

      Aste and Amanda made it to the ground. Mira watched closely as both transformed into porcupines. The look of amazement and surprise on Amanda’s face was priceless.

      They scurried away from the large tree. It felt strange to run on all four legs. As they bounded away the tree exploded into flames behind them. Only then did Mira realize that Aste had kept the flames at bay, along with carrying Amanda and changing them all. She marveled at how powerful a magician Aste must be, yet how subtle she was about showing it.

      They wove between trees, Dylan touched Mira to keep close. He carried Freddie in his mouth. It was dark, yet with porcupine eyes she could see in the murkiness. Aste stopped, rose up on two feet, looking around, her nose twitching. She ran over the rocks to the cave, where they had stored their provisions, and pushed aside the leather flap.

      Mira felt the walls surround her as she ran inside the hole. It felt good and safe to be surrounded by the earth. Once they were inside, Aste chanted under her breath rearranging the leather flap over the cave’s mouth. Mira transformed back into a human again. It felt as if the spines drew back into her skin. This time the change hurt and Dylan cried out in pain. Her eyes went back to normal and became night blind again. She sat, leaning against one of the packs. Aste stopped chanting and a dim light appeared in her hand. Mira thought about the packs and wondered if Aste had suspected there would be a problem. Was that why they moved everything out of the house yesterday? Was the fire intentional? She turned to Aste, who looked exhausted, yet had held all of them safe.

      It was a small cave. They could sit, but not stand. The air smelled clean and Mira felt fairly safe. Amanda looked worn out and Dylan was alert. Aste seemed deep in thought, so Mira kept silent. The light went out. Outside there was a loud, long, crashing sound and Mira felt the earth shake. Dylan climbed onto her lap and she held him tightly.

      “My tree is gone,” said Aste, quietly.

      “Who did this?” asked Mira.

      “The Queen. We will sleep here tonight, her spies are out. I worked hard to ensure we went unseen. Now sleep while you can, I will keep watch,” Aste said, moving closer to the opening and peering out.

      Mira lay down using one of the smaller supply bags as a pillow. Dylan cuddled in her arms whimpering quietly. She tried to comfort him by humming and rocking. Eventually he slept. Something once used this cave as a den and the floor had been strewn with dried grasses that had disintegrated. It felt hard and cold. She slept badly, dreaming of fire.

      They woke in the morning and ate a sparse breakfast of bread and cheese. She heard rustling and thudding nearby. They all started with fear. She felt her heart pounding.

      A man’s voice called out, “Aste. Aste are ye here?”

      Aste sighed deeply, looking relieved.

      Mira followed Aste out to find three horses with saddles, a fourth ready to be packed with bags, and a man with a heavy, dark beard holding their reins. She could barely see in the dim light before dawn. The smell of smoke lay heavily around them.

      “I had a feeling you needed horses for a journey, so I brought my girls.”

      Mira had begun to wonder if horses would appear simply because Aste asked for them.

      “Ivan, bless you. I do indeed,” said Aste, taking the reins. “How is Ceela?”

      “She and the babe are well, thanks to you.”

      “Good.” Aste turned to the horses and murmured to them. Mira caught something about a long journey and then a question, “Will you carry the four of us and our belongings?” The bay whinnied, the dapple gray nodded her head emphatically, the black stared deeply into Aste’s eyes and the strawberry roan snorted. Mira had never seen horses communicate like this, but felt confident they had responded to Aste’s question.

      “Thank you,” Aste said, then turned back to Ivan.

      “Aste, what happened here?” he asked, with alarm on his face.

      “The Queen attacked.”

      He was very solemn and nodded, saying, “It had to come to this.”

      Aste looked surprised and said, “Yes, I suppose it did. Keep yourself safe and I will return your horses when I can.” She gestured for him to wait and went inside the cave.

      Returning, Aste said, “Please give this to Ceela. It will help strengthen her milk,” she handed him a small bottle. “Just a spoonful with breakfast.”

      “Thank you. Do not worry about my girls, keep them as long as there is need,” he said, bowing and walking off into the woods.

      Aste and Mira packed the horses as they finished their breakfast. The bread tasted peculiar, filled with dried fruit and nuts. It seemed like granola bread. Hopefully, the chewy texture would sustain her till the next meal came, whenever that would be.

      She chose the horse who looked the calmest to ride, the bay, a deep brown mare with black socks, black mane, tail and muzzle. The mare rubbed up against her and took a chomp out of her bread. Mira had never ridden much and certainly not for days on end, but she loved animals.

      “I will teach you,” said a voice in her head.

      She stood there, shocked. The horse had talked to her. Mira didn’t know what to do or say. “Thank you,” she finally said out loud. The mare simply lowered her head to nibble at some clover as if it was the most natural thing in the world to talk to humans.

      She stared at the horse. Did everyone and everything in this world have magic?

      The mare looked at her and shook her head back and forth, mane and ears flapping, then stared at her again. “Now that’s just silly,” the mare said to her, then returned to grazing.

      Mira continued to try, but couldn’t get a straight answer to her question.

      The mare simply snorted as if laughing whenever Mira asked again.

      Amanda chose the dappled gray mare and Aste took the black. The roan was the packhorse. Mira felt surprised when Dylan wanted to ride with her. He clearly loved his mom, but was probably put off by her crabbiness, which didn’t exclude him. He knew something was wrong with her and looked to Mira for comfort. She felt awkward, but Amanda didn’t seem to notice or care.

      As they packed the horses, she saw movement in the trees. The branches bounced as if alive. She noticed a few birds, but that couldn’t account for all the activity. Dylan ran in circles singing. Then she saw them. Faeries. Lots of faeries. The trees almost exploded with faeries.

      When they were all on the horses, Aste began singing. Her soprano carried the main thread and the faeries’ voices wove in and out of hers. It reminded Mira of the music of Hildegard von Bingen, old Medieval chant. The entire forest now lit up with faeries swirling about. There were rustlings from beings in the trees who seemed a lot heavier than the faeries.

      The light became brighter in the forest as she finished. “Dawn,” Aste said, “time to begin. The faeries say we are safe, no enemies near.” Dawn still looked pretty dark to her, perhaps because of the purplish hue of the light, which would take getting used to.

      Aste rode off through the forest, leading the pack horse. Amanda followed next wearing an astonished look on her face as she stared at the trees. Mira and Dylan brought up the rear. She wondered if this could be what Aste meant about the land being alive. They rode past the burned tree that once held Aste’s home. It was the only tree burned even though it fell closely to two others, they were barely singed. The trunk had exploded with the heat and a hole still smoldered where it had stood yesterday.

      She shuddered thinking they’d nearly been burned alive or worse.

      “Bye bye,” said Dylan to the faeries.

      As he spoke to them, the faeries whirled out of the tree they sat in and followed them through the forest. Every now and then, one of them would rest in a tree and she could see what it looked like sitting still. All different shapes and sizes. She’d never seen such a vast array of beings. Whoever thought all faeries looked like sweet young girls with wings about the size of a robin was so, so wrong. Some of these looked like demons, small and large. Some looked angelic. Some had rat faces combined with cow bodies. She saw kind, young faces and snake bodies. Each one seemed to be different from all the others. Then she wondered if faeries existed in her world, did they look like these or different?

      Going deeper in the woods, she felt the temperature change. It grew cooler and damper, like the forests she knew that dripped with moss and were slightly moist all the time except for a month or two in late summer. She smelled clean earth, fresh and ripe, ready to grow and nurture life. It looked darker in the forest, but even here the light carried a plum tint to it. The tree canopy stood a couple hundred feet up. She couldn’t recognize the type of trees. Smaller plants grew among them, frilly ferns and sometimes tiny yellow flowers. Here and there one of the giant trees had fallen, creating a meadow filled with seedlings and glossy bushes using the dead tree as fertile ground. The light continued to be dim in the small, open meadows.

      Mira caught glimpses of strange creatures, but they always fled before she could get a good look at any of them. There was a feeling to this forest that she had never encountered before. It buzzed with energy. Life surged everywhere.

      After several hours they stopped to eat and stretch.

      Amanda said, “My legs ache. What is this we’re eating?” She held up the bread, scowling as she looked at it. “Why can’t we have real food? These clothes are too scratchy. I want a shower.”

      Mira tuned her out. Dylan stood eating his lunch, entranced by an insect on a log. Aste sat quietly on a boulder. Mira wandered away from them, walking among the trees while eating a sandwich, of she knew not what, although it was good. It tasted like chicken with goat cheese. She thought it probably contained meat from an animal not known in her world. Best to continue pretending it was chicken.

      Walking past the horses grazing in the meadow, she patted the bay mare who raised her head, clearly enjoying being scratched beneath her mane. The horse felt sweaty from working and the horsey smell of her was wonderful. As she walked off, the mare returned to looking for sweet grass. Strangely, Mira could feel the stringy texture of the grass and the young, green taste of it. She turned back to look and marveled about sharing that sense with the mare. A fly landed on the bay’s rump and the horse swished her tail to get rid of it. Mira felt the tickling of the insect, the expectation of the bite, then the swing of the tail aimed exactly to swat the fly away. There was a rhythm to the eating, walking and swishing which Mira found hypnotic. The mare had her head down grazing, but watched Mira. Mira shook her head in wonder and walked towards the small stream that wove through the meadow.

      She stood apart from the others, eyes closed, taking in the scents and sounds of the forest. The horses grazed, an occasional snort, mingled with head shaking and tail slapping, broke the constant chewing sounds.

      The mystery sandwich’s flavor tingled in her mouth, tangy and rich at the same time. She inhaled the fresh, fragrant air and opened her eyes to watch bright yellow and green birds flitter between bushes while observing her. The short wildflowers looked so delicate. One had the shape of a white dragonfly frozen in time, another seemed like a red bat flying through the air. In the clearing a group of plants grew taller than her horse.

      The scarlet and green leaves ended in huge, flaring purple flowers the size of a dinner platter. She watched as a bird landed on one of the flowers. The petals folded closed around the bird and she could see the shadow of the creature as it dropped down the throat of the stem. The bird fluttered against the inside of the plant, trying desperately to escape. Mira shivered and turned to go back to the others. She felt like the bird, being swallowed by this world and funneled down to an evil Queen who would digest her slowly and painfully.
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