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The dark alcove of the abbey enveloped me in shadows, until my eyes adjusted. I searched the space for my sister, but I was alone. The stone church was deathly quiet. When I reached out my hand, even the air was still.

There was no good explanation for why Rosamon had come to the church before dawn. And likely no one else had seen her. I’d lived in a forested area of Astoria long enough to know that there weren’t many neighbors. So, there was no one to call for help. It was up to me to find her.

My promise of the night before that we’d stick together had been given with a light heart. It came back to haunt me now. “Whatever happens, Callie, I know I can count on you.” My twin’s faith in me wasn’t misplaced. She could count on me. I wouldn’t let her down.

The race down the path to try to catch up with my sister had led here. The last glimpse of her blond hair, the second before she vanished, stuck in my mind. Stepping forward, I pressed my palm to the stone wall. The surface was cold, but solid.

Rosamon hadn’t been able to walk through walls, so she had to be somewhere.

I was puzzled about why my sister hadn’t awakened me, and a little hurt that she’d race out of the house so early without me. We were twins, so shared everything. Almost. Her disappearance had proven me wrong.

My pulse raced from running after my sister, and even more from not finding her. The aggravating stone wall didn’t budge, didn’t allow me through. And the shadows that filled the tiny alcove failed to reveal my sister’s presence.

Panic replaced my distress. What if I couldn’t find her? My sister could be missing and lost to me for good, without any way for me to help her. I screamed her name, and my voice echoed against the thick walls.

Once more, I shouted, “Rosamon…where are you?”

My frustration surged, and my determination to find her escalated. I was wasting precious seconds looking in the last place I’d seen her. Rosamon wasn’t there. But she had to be in the church. Wherever she was, or whatever kind of trouble she was in, I’d find her.

Something sparkled near my feet, and I bent down to pick up my sister’s necklace. The tiny rhinestones shimmered even in the dark. The clasp wasn’t broken, so she must have taken it off. It appeared that she’d dropped it for me to find, as a clue that she’d passed this way.

I stood up and slipped the necklace in my pocket. Before I could turn around, the shadows pulled me in, swallowing me up. The deeper I went, the more hopeful I was that I’d see my sister. Yet I was utterly alone, wrapped in a cloak of darkness.

The shadows seemed to have a life of their own, knowing better than I what was happening. My arms and legs refused to move. There was no way to run, nowhere to go.

And I wouldn’t have escaped anyway, not without Rosamon. My destiny was unknown, my future undetermined. But my confidence that the path would lead to my sister boosted my failing heart.

The darkness shimmered, and I wondered if the shadows would morph into a being as alive as I was. The abbey was gone. Wherever I was, the place was not in the church, not even in my town.

Some other world had sucked me in, and I went willingly, if fearfully. I wouldn’t abandon my sister, even if I could. She would do the same for me.

I had the ability to read minds. But with Rosamon, that wasn’t necessary. We were twins, and if I was close enough to her, I’d feel what she did. Yet, try as I might, there was no sign of my sister. Her mind wasn’t anywhere close; it was blocked. I was unable to access her or get any sense that she was nearby.

That didn’t bode well. Maybe my sister was farther away than I’d imagined. Although I couldn’t conceive of how she’d been able to move so fast. Judging by my own experience, she hadn’t gone under her own volition.

The air around me was cooler, and the atmosphere thicker, like it was layered with black ink. This was no time to panic. If I could survive this journey, I must do so.

Supported by the dense shadows that extended as far as I could see, I held fast. The dimness flickered and shifted in silence.

I must have slipped into unconsciousness, because I didn’t recall the shadows spitting me out. I had no sense of how I arrived where I was. In the blink of an eye, I was standing on a hilltop with a view that took my breath away.

Unmoving, I gazed at the spectacle. It couldn’t be…real.
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A city made of crystal sprawled across the valley, its beauty awe-inspiring. The glass buildings had a blue cast, and glowed against the dark sky. I couldn’t imagine how many people lived there, since it was so huge. The structures formed a circle around water.

It appeared that the river at the base of the hills ran through the main section of the city. The boats docked there looked tiny from my vantage point. On the far side, a tower soared high, its spiral top disappearing into the stratosphere.

The surrounding hills were densely covered with trees, the tall spruce variety, like in Oregon. Only this wasn’t home. The land stretched as far as the eye could see, and I marveled over how big it might be. The green of the trees and the blue of the city were stark against the backdrop of the sky.

The colors were sharper, bolder, and luminous against the black above. The city glowed, and the sight was nearly blinding. My eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the environment.

The panorama was that of a regal kingdom, but I had no idea if the inhabitants were friendly. Surely, dawn had passed. It had been a while since I’d arrived at the church in pursuit of my sister.

Yet there was no sun, and I suspected the city hadn’t witnessed dawn. And nor would it. The way the buildings wrapped in a circular pattern around the light conveyed its need for the artificial illumination. Although I wasn’t certain the power source was electrical.

I wasn’t alone anymore. Throngs of people flowed through the passageways between buildings. Even from a distance, I witnessed the activity, although it looked more like ants scurrying through tunnels.

There were also people outside the structures, at the boats, and on the path at the base of the hillside. What appeared unusual to me was not so to them. The unique scene I observed was likely normal routine to those within the boundaries of that world.

The lack of sun did not create utter darkness. A brilliant moon loomed above, and the vast sky was dotted with shimmering stars. The citizens moved about as though it was daytime. Possibly, for them it was.

I’d heard of places that stayed dark for days on end but hadn’t been to one before. I preferred the sun, even what little of it there had been in drizzly Astoria. Or if not sun, at least daylight.

I searched the recesses of my mind for an answer. But try as I might, I couldn’t make sense of it all. If I was dreaming, it was certainly time to pinch myself and wake up. But that wasn’t the case. I’d followed my sister here. I had to find her, if there was any hope of us returning home.

I’d dismissed my life as boring, longing for adventure, without considering that my wish might come true. But this was more than I’d had in mind. And whenever I’d thought about it, the vision had included Rosamon with me—not lost, God knows where.

The sunless place was cold, so I zipped my jacket and stuffed my hands into the pockets. The path down the hillside wasn’t a smooth one. The cliffs were jagged, the incline steep. I wondered if my sister had made it to the bottom, or if she was hiding somewhere nearby.

I thought of calling out, but the unfamiliar nature of my environment made me hold back. I had no inkling of what kind of monsters I might awaken.

No matter; I had to start moving. Having no idea what sort of danger Rosamon was in, it was best to get to her as fast as I could—easier said than done. The new world was immense, and I had no clue where to start.

A path cut through the trees and zigzagged down the mountainside. Good sense told me that walking out in the open wasn’t the smartest choice. But I could weave through the trees taking cover. I hoped it wouldn’t get much colder. And prayed there were no predators along the way.

For all I knew, the area was guarded. That city looked like it housed a fortune, and the structures must have cost one. It didn’t seem likely that strangers would be allowed to tromp through the forest unaccompanied. I erred on the side of caution. It wouldn’t do to get wiped out on my first foray to the city.

Despite the beauty that surrounded me, a shiver ran up my spine. Yet I pushed aside my trepidation and headed toward the path. Before I made it very far, I halted.

In the distance, there was some type of discord. Voices rumbled with indecipherable words, and shouts boomed, sounding like commands. I peered across the valley to see what was going on.

Groups of people ran in various directions, and a cacophony of screams pierced my eardrums. Then I saw smoke. My heart pounded in my chest, and I scanned the area for a sign of the source of trouble. I hadn’t conceived of being in personal danger, but if the commotion kept up, I would be.

I ducked behind a massive tree, my knees shaking. What was transpiring scared me. I had no weapon and no protector. I was on my own. I knew little about this place, and even less about what to expect under attack.

The ground shook, so I clung tighter to the tree trunk. The sound of explosions rang out, and the smell of smoke permeated the air. A creature dove through the sky, and I stared at its massive wingspan.

The vast red-gold dragon swooped over the treetops, its scales flickering bright in the moonlight. Steam rose in short puffs before disappearing into the nighttime atmosphere. The beast’s claws appeared capable of lacerating even the sturdiest to mere ribbons of flesh and bone.

Huge wings stretched leathery like a bat’s and cut through the air current. Wind, as strong as an impending storm, battered against the ground below. I hugged the tree, so I wouldn’t blow away like so much dandelion fluff. Taking charge of the sky, the dragon circled wide, then seemed to spot its target and hovered.

In a blinding flash, fire burst from its mouth, scorching the trees below. Shrill screams followed, hurting my eardrums. The dragon’s tail whipped around, as though it was weightless, and the creature spun in another direction. I dipped my head behind the tree trunk, hoping the dragon wouldn’t set it on fire next.

In a flash of desperation, I wished my best friend was with me. Noah had protected Rosamon and me through the first years of high school—though our senior year might not happen, considering this new turn of events. He hadn’t let any harm come to us so far. And our life had been the better for it. He was fast and strong. If only he was with me.

Yet I hadn’t been able to spare a moment to alert him to the situation. Rosamon had been in her bed, across the room from me, and then she’d vanished. Why she’d left, I still didn’t know. But if I’d delayed, there would have been no chance to find out where she’d gone.

Even now, I didn’t know where the devil she was. As it was, I might not see Noah again either. He’d remained in the real world, the one I’d left behind. And I had no way to let him know of our dire predicament. I was sure that he would have come with me, if only he’d known—but there hadn’t been time.

Wishful thinking would do no good. Self-reliance was all I had, so I had better make it count. The city below offered hope of finding my sister. I just had to get down there, which would be a challenge. But I had to try.

Peeking around the tree, I saw more dragons swooping through the sky. They looked like planes with scaly wings. I hoped they couldn’t smell my dread or taste my fear, as they’d surely come after me. The nearest one banked near a craggy peak and swooped toward the river below. Its scales gleamed like jewels against the starry sky.

The distance between my hillside perch and the city below seemed insurmountable. The gunfire and explosions sounded closer, and my mission seemed to move outside the realm of possibility. It wouldn’t take much to gun down one lone teenage girl. I didn’t like the odds.
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With my heart pounding in my chest, I began to move. Staying in one spot, in the middle of battle, was a bad idea. Keeping out of sight, I wove through shrubs and trees, careful of my footing. The way was rocky, and if I slipped, it could be curtains.

Up on this mountain, I couldn’t expect any assistance. So I didn’t want to get hurt, as God knew how long I might be stranded up here. The smoke was thicker, making me cough and burning my eyes. It blanketed the forest, shading the moonlight and blocking out the stars.

The night was darker, so I had to be more careful. It was difficult to see, and I developed a system of going from one tree to the next. I began to wish I’d participated more in gym class, as I was already out of breath.

Leaning against a tree, I brushed my hair out of my face and looked up at the sky. The dense smoke had thinned, revealing a few stars. The dragons were gone, leaving the cloudless expanse empty. I looked off into the distance and spotted the winged creatures flying in formation. I could barely see them at the top of a high mountain, a great distance behind the city.

Stopping wasn’t good. The break allowed fear to resurge. I had to keep moving and get to safety, if there was any to be had. Prickly bushes scraped my legs, scratching my ankles and catching on my clothes.

Uncertainty nagged at me, and I began to doubt I’d see my sister again. There seemed no way that she’d made it down this mountain. Or if she had, it was to her credit that she’d endured the journey.

The path disappeared into a grove of trees, making me anxious that I’d lose my way. It would be no simple matter to climb down a steep slope. Maybe there was some other well-traveled path I could follow—although I couldn’t see one.

Loud talking, in a language I didn’t recognize, gave warning of a group approaching. I dropped to the ground behind a boulder and held my breath.

A male shouted in an angry tone, but the voices around him didn’t seem to be moving closer. I chanced a peek around the rock, and my mouth gaped open. Three manlike creatures stood a few yards away. Each had to be over six feet tall, with pointy ears that stuck up through a helmet.

Their hair was royal blue, and their clothing wasn’t any I recognized. It appeared to be war garb, and I suspected the vest was worn for protection.

The men moved toward the edge of a cliff. Two more normal-looking males appeared on the scene. But the instant they came into sight, guns went off. They fell back, suspended in the air for a split second, before falling over the side and plummeting down the mountain.

My gasp had been drowned out by the loud shot. I noticed the attackers held weapons I hadn’t seen before, and that smoke spiraled from the barrels. It had happened too quickly to get a good look at the men, now dead on the mountainside.

I’d seen the blood on impact, but the wound had exploded into fire. Whatever type of guns the pointy-eared fighters held, they were effective—some sort of laser beam was my guess. I didn’t want to test my ability to withstand a shot, so I steeled myself not to move, to barely breathe.

The group strode away, leaving me trembling behind my rocky hiding place. That was a lucky stroke for me; not so much for the other men. I’d have to avoid getting within range of those fire guns.

I was beginning to wise up. This was no child’s play or fairy-tale adventure. The inhabitants of this world were deadly serious about the battle waging on. I had no weapon, something I needed to remedy.

The trouble was that there were no laser guns lying around, or knives, or swords—not that I knew how to use any such item. It wasn’t practical to carry a boulder around and lob it at anyone unfriendly, even if I could carry it.

I drew on the only survival training I’d had. I searched for a hardy branch, then rubbed the tip against a boulder until it had an edge to it. I doubted it was very sharp, but I could poke someone in the eye. Or, at the very least, whack an attacker in the head with it.

Since I had no other options, it would have to do. My best chance at making it out of trouble was to stay out of sight. Engaging the enemy was to be avoided, unless I was left with no choice.

Crouched behind a bush, I gazed down the mountain. The city still stood, seemingly unaffected by the battle waged around it. That was the place to go for help; it had to be. I hadn’t a clue what to do once I got there. I’d figure that out when I arrived.

There had to be some safety in this place. The residents couldn’t all be bent on killing, unless my luck was even worse than it appeared to be.

Some of the commotion had died down, but I could still hear distant explosions. Plus, random gunshots told me that the environment remained unsafe.

There was no direct route, so I made my way down, little by little. My hands scraped over rough rocks and branches tore at my clothes. I used the weapon I’d made as a walking stick for balance.

I had no food or water, so began to feel drained. Yet I couldn’t give in to weakness. The place to find supplies would be where there was civilization, not out in the wilderness. My survival training only went so far.

The slope led to a flatter area and less challenging terrain, a welcome break. I stopped to listen and make sure it was okay to keep going.

A rustling in the trees was a warning, but the intruders were upon me before I reacted. Two people swooped beside me, each taking an arm, then lifting me off my feet. So much for using my stick weapon. It fell from my hand and rolled away.

I screamed but was relieved to see my abductors didn’t have pointy ears. On my left was a woman a bit older than me, and on my right was a strong man with a kind-looking face. Relief swept over me at the realization that they were human.

I didn’t resist too much, which would have been useless. The strength of their grips told me that I was outmuscled.

My new companions lifted me off the path and darted around a tree. Each took one of my arms and, in unison, raced through an opening between two boulders—with me in tow. Much to my amazement, there was a well-trodden path, and my guides knew the way.

The woman turned to look at me. “What were you thinking? It’s dangerous out here. You can’t stroll out in the open.” Her partner stopped to stare at me, admonition in his expression.

I had no quick retort. Clearly, I didn’t know my way around as well as I should. Not that I’d had a chance to figure all that out. But I was so happy to see another human that I wanted to put my arms around her neck and weep.

Before I could express my gratitude, the ground vibrated like an earthquake, as though the mountain might open to devour us. My two rescuers pulled out real weapons and whipped around, staring up at whatever was behind me.

I dreaded to think what they witnessed but didn’t have time to worry about it. A powerful arm wrapped around my waist and lifted me off my feet. I screeched, then clawed at the massive arm.

The pressure threatened to squeeze the breath out of me. I kicked and fought, but it was no use. Whoever had me was supernaturally strong, and I flailed around like a rag doll in the grip of Godzilla. The behemoth surely intended to kill me.
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Prepared to draw my last breath, I kicked against the monster’s thigh, but it was hard as concrete and hurt my heel. Through my wavering consciousness, the woman shouted, “No!” The pressure around my waist went slack, then air filled my lungs. I might live after all.

“She’s a friend.” The woman stared up at my attacker, while I stared at her. Then she nodded at me and waved me over. Needing no encouragement, I rushed to her side, and her partner moved to stand in front of me.

The woman stepped forward. “Help us save her. She’s not an enemy.”

The giant was powerful, as I’d witnessed. But he appeared human, except that he was about seven feet tall. He had a broad nose, a square jaw, and light brown, wavy hair that hung to his shoulders. Looking in his crystal-blue eyes, I perceived intelligence mingled with fierceness.

My mind-reading ability surged to life, and his thought popped into my head. I don’t recognize her blood. That threw me off. He couldn’t expect to recognize me, if he hadn’t seen me before. Yet I sensed there was more meaning to be gleaned from his perception.

“I’d introduce you, but I don’t know her name yet.” The sound of explosions, not far off, lent a sense of urgency to the scene. “Right now, let’s just get out of here.”

My companions took off at a brisk pace, and I kept up, not wanting to be left behind. The ground thudded, reminding me that the nice monster was behind us, as protection.

“Sorry about that scare. He’s rather attached to us and saw you as a threat…which is puzzling. He sides with humankind, keeps us from… Never mind. I’ll tell you later.”

Breathing hard, yet still able to converse, I said to the woman, “Is he human?”

“No, he’s a half-breed—part human but has Fae blood. He’s mute, so don’t expect any stimulating conversations. But he’s sharp, and very loyal.”

“And strong,” I said. So, he was part Fae. Well, I’d seen a crystal city unlike any back home, watched dragons swoop through the sky. My new monster friend fit right in.

“His name is Oisin.” 

I nodded at him, still barely able to breathe. I had so many questions, but now wasn’t the time to ask. I’d have a chance, once out of harm’s way—which would be soon, hopefully. I wasn’t sure how much farther my legs could carry me, and I was a bit shaky from having the life nearly squeezed out of me.

Straight away, my guides took me to a deeper part of the forest, somewhat lower down the mountain. A sheltered opening housed rows of stone cottages—a welcoming site. There was nothing fancy about it, but the community had a family feel, and even better, a human feel.

At the door to one of the identical cottages, I was ushered inside. The giant Oisin had gone his own way, so wasn’t there to follow us in. Maybe he guarded from a distance. The interior was much like I was used to. There was a fireplace, a wooden table, and a few scattered rugs on the floor.

My hosts shed weapons and other gear, then motioned for me to sit. I sagged into a rocking chair by the fireplace. “I’m not sure what I’d have done if you hadn’t come by.”

“I haven’t figured out why you were out there alone,” the woman said, her hazel eyes expressing friendliness mixed with wariness. “I’m Gretl Jarvey, and this is my husband Matteo.” He nodded, then went down the hallway, leaving me with his wife.

Gretl untied her long brown hair and shook it out. “So, who are you?”

“Callendra Mayfair, but call me Callie. I’m here to find my twin sister Rosamon, who disappeared.”

“Disappeared—as in, she’s magic?”

I stared at her. “She’s not magic. She’s human like me. We live in Astoria, Oregon, and I followed her here. All I want to do is find her and go home.” That sure sounded good right then.

“Oregon?” Gretl held up a hand. “Explain yourself. That’s on the outside.”

“It’s definitely outside of this world, that’s for sure.” The day’s events tumbled through my mind. “Where am I, anyway? What is this place called?”

“Either you really are from the outside, or you’ve had a severe memory lapse.” Gretl studied me. “Humans don’t go in and out of Shadowland, so how exactly did you get in here?”

“So that’s where I am…Shadowland?” I hadn’t heard of it before, even in myths or legends. “What kind of place is this?”

“You don’t get to ask questions until you answer mine. So, you were living in Astoria, was it? And then, poof, here you are?”

“That’s close,” I said. “My sister and I hung around an abandoned church, just for something to do, you know.”

A hint of a smile showed in Gretl’s expression. “I take it that Astoria is a small town?”

“Small enough. But this morning—or it was morning back home, anyway—I followed Rosamon to the church. I couldn’t catch up with her. And when I got there, I saw her step into a dark alcove. I followed into the shadows, and ended up on the mountaintop where you found me.”

“That’s the answer, then.” Gretl paced the floor. “Or part of one. Shadowland is another dimension.”

Of all the things that had stunned me that day, the idea of another dimension seemed the most outrageous.

“When you were in the shadows, didn’t you sometimes feel something?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’s spooky, and I’d feel like there were ghosts. Or we’d pretend stuff. But nothing was really there.”

Gretl looked at me.

“Do you mean to say that a whole world exists in the shadows?” The concept was worth arguing, despite the fact of where I was sitting. I could be dreaming, or I might be delusional. More than likely, I’d lost my mind.

“What I can’t figure out is how you got in,” Gretl said. “The only way I know of for that to happen is for the human to be brought here.”

“Well, my sister got in before me. I followed her. I’m sure she’s here, and I have to find her before something really awful happens.”

Then Matteo returned to the living room with a young boy in tow. He had his dad’s brown hair and eyes. Holding tight to his father’s hand, he partially hid behind him. “This is our son Davit. He’s only six, and a bit shy.”

I smiled at their son and introduced myself. Davit didn’t seem to relish more attention, so he raced toward the kitchen. “I’m hungry, Mommy.”

The mention of food made my stomach rumble. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d eaten. We all migrated to the wooden dining table, then proceeded to eat and drink our fill. It wasn’t my favorite chicken dumplings from back home, but it was a chicken dish. As starved as I was, it tasted darn good.

I drank the ale I was offered and relaxed. The conversation was engaging. I learned more about the land where I now resided—if temporarily. The Jarveys were part of a logging enterprise, along with the other residents. And Matteo was one of the supervisors. From what I could understand, the families didn’t profit from their endeavors.

Shadowland had a ruling class, and the humans were a slave culture. It seemed that my new friends had adapted to the lifestyle, but there was little choice. Having been born here, there were no other options. As Gretl had pointed out, humans didn’t leave by choice, if they left at all.

“When there’s fighting going on,” Matteo said, “you need to keep out of sight.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Not that I’d had any alternative earlier. “It seems quiet out there now. What was the fighting about?”

“It’s ongoing,” Matteo said. “The Fae encroached on our territory. We can’t let them take over.”

It was all too much for me. I’d had enough for one day, and Gretl could tell. When she lifted her son into her arms and headed off to bed, she waved for me to follow. “Come on, Callie. I’ll show you where you can sleep.”

I was tired enough to drop onto the wooden floor and use a log for a pillow. But I was offered a real bed, so I fell into it, nearly asleep before my head hit the pillow. The warmth of the tiny room enveloped me, and I closed my eyes, feeling like I could sleep for a week.
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I stirred against the soft pillow, burrowing deeper into the bed. Luxuriating, I dreamily thought of summer vacation. Rosamon and I would meet Noah at the river.

A sense of gloom descended, and I opened my eyes to an unfamiliar room. It was not so different from my bedroom at home, yet it was so far from the life I had there. Dread riddled my belly. It was true: my sister was gone, and, faced with a strange land, it was up to me to find her.

Whining wouldn’t make it any better. The sooner I found her, the quicker we could get home. I didn’t know how to achieve that second part, but I’d figure it out. For now, I had more pressing issues.

I slipped out of bed to wash and dress. Gretl had left some clothes that fit well, along with a pack filled with necessities. 

My long black hair was tangled, but a good shampoo worked wonders. Thank goodness I’d run into another woman. Groomed and ready to face whatever was ahead, I felt almost human again—an odd concept, considering where I was.

While I primped and pampered, my twin might be hurt or worse. Safety was something I might not experience again for a while, but saving my sister was worth the risk. I retrieved her necklace from the pocket of the clothes I’d worn the day before and put it around my neck.

There was noise down the hallway, coming from the kitchen. A family scene greeted me. Gretl stirred a pot on the stove, with her son clinging to her leg. When I came in, Matteo got up and tossed a napkin on his plate. “You look better.”

“I was a bit battered when we met, so I probably didn’t make the best impression.”
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