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THE AQUARIUS LEGEND






Greek legend tells of Ganymede, an exceptionally beautiful, young boy of Troy. He was spotted by Zeus, who immediately decided he would make a perfect cupbearer. Zeus, disguised as an eagle, swept up the youth and carried him to the home of the gods to serve as his slave.


Eventually, Ganymede had enough, and in an act of defiance, he poured out all of the wine, ambrosia, and water of the gods, refusing to stay Zeus’s cupbearer any longer. The water all fell to Earth, causing inundating rains for days upon days, which created a massive flood that put the entire world underwater.


In time, Ganymede was glorified as Aquarius, God of Rain, and placed among the stars.












PROLOGUE








“I have taken away the mist from your eyes, that before now was there, so that you may well recognize the god and the mortal.”


—Homer, The Iliad





I was assaulted by the smell of exhaust and rancid garbage as I stepped off the bus. My stomach rolled, and I moved left to avoid having to walk too closely to the overflowing waste cans a couple feet in front of me.


The half-eaten hamburger sitting on top of the pile caught my eye, and my instincts almost made me grab it and shove it in my mouth, but I clenched my fists and kept walking. I was so hungry, painfully hungry, but I wasn’t at the point where I would eat garbage—at least not just yet.


I opened the doors to the station and looked around the dim interior at the signs for the ticket window. I’d need directions to get where I was headed.


At least everything’s labeled in the outside world. As I recalled those words, I felt a strong rush of grief that threatened to bring me to my knees. I straightened my spine and moved inside.


The ticket counter was situated in front of the back wall, and I started making my way through the people milling around, waiting for the next bus. I briefly made eye contact with a young man in sagging pants and an overly large sweatshirt. His eyes widened and he jogged over and began walking beside me. “Hey, baby, you look lost. Can I help?”


I shook my head, taking in the strange smell wafting off him—something slightly bitter and herbal. I glanced at his face quickly and noticed that, up close, his eyes were red-rimmed and heavy-lidded. From my peripheral vision, I noticed him move his head up and down, taking in my form.


I increased my pace. I knew I looked desperate. I was desperate. Scared, lost, grief-stricken, unspeakable anguish sitting just beneath the surface of my skin. I did need help. I wasn’t worldly—this I knew clearly. But I wasn’t naive enough to believe the man walking next to me was the helpful sort.


“You ain’t got no luggage, baby? What’s up with that? You got a place to stay?” He reached over and moved my hair out of my face, and I flinched back from his touch. I continued walking, even faster now. Fear raced through my veins, my empty stomach rolling with nausea.


“Damn, hair like spun gold. Face like an angel. You look like a fairy-tale princess. Anyone ever tell you that?”


All my life. A small half laugh, half sob bubbled up my throat, and I wheezed in a harsh breath to keep it from escaping. My heartbeat ratcheted up a notch as the man steered himself into me so I was forced to move left in order not to collide with him. I glanced to the side and saw he was attempting to steer me into a dim corridor that looked like it led to a maintenance closet of some sort. I looked around wildly for someone who might help, somewhere I could run, when the man’s hand clamped down on my arm. I looked up into his narrowed eyes, his jaw now hard and set. He leaned in and whispered to me, “Listen up, princess. A girl like you has a whole lot to offer. And I’m a businessman. You wanna hear about my business, princess?”


I shook my head vigorously again, weighing my options for escape. I could scream. Surely there was at least one decent person in the vicinity who would help me. I could try to fight him, but as weak and tired as I was, he would overpower me quickly. That’s when I felt the sting of something sharp press into me through my light jacket and the thin cotton of my T-shirt. Oh God, there’s a knife to my side. I looked down at his hand holding the small silver blade against my body and then back up into his eyes, now shining with something that looked like determination mixed with excitement.


“You come with me, princess, and you won’t get hurt. You’ll like my offer, I promise. It involves all kinds of money for you. You like money, princess? Who doesn’t like money, right?”


“Take your hands off her, Eli,” said a deep voice behind us. I swiveled my head at the same time Eli did and took in the sight of a huge man standing casually, hands hanging at his sides, a seemingly bored expression on his face. My eyes widened as I took in all the designs and colors swirling up the left side of his neck, stopping just under his jaw, and his muscular arms, covered with the same intricate art.


“This ain’t your business, Paul,” Eli spat out.


“The hell it isn’t. When I see a cockroach, I crush it under my boot. Cockroaches offend me. You’re a cockroach, Eli. Let her go, or I’ll crush you right here in the bus station for all the other cockroaches to see.” Paul kept his eyes trained on us, but Eli’s head moved to the right and I followed his gaze to a group of men dressed similarly to Eli, who were sitting casually on a bench at the front of the station, looking our way and snickering.


Eli turned back to Paul, and I felt his hold on me loosen slightly. He let out a disgusted sound and pushed me roughly toward Paul. “Got too many bitches on the payroll as it is. Take her.” Then he turned and headed in the direction we’d come from.


Paul’s hand clamped down on my wrist, and I let out a startled noise as he turned and pulled me behind him, tugging me back toward the entrance. I pulled against him, but he was built like a bear and my attempts didn’t even slow him down. “Please,” I said, “please, let me go.” There was hysteria in my voice.


We exited through the door and the once-again bright outside world caused me to squint and flinch away. Paul let go of my wrist and turned toward me. “You a runaway?”


I backed up until I felt the wall of the bus station against my heels. “A runaway?” I repeated.


Paul studied me for a minute. “Yeah, you on the run? Someone looking for you?”


I shook my head slowly, his question causing some of the barely contained anguish to seep through my pores. “No. No one’s looking for me.” They’re all dead. “Please, I just want to get out of here.”


“What’s your name?” he asked, a gentle quality in his voice now.


I blinked up at him. “Eden,” I whispered.


“Where are you from, Eden?”


I stared, the word Acadia floating behind my lips. I’d heard it described as a cult, but I still wasn’t sure what that meant.


“Where you headed, Eden?” Paul asked when I remained silent.


I took him in, seeing that despite his gruff exterior, there was concern in his eyes. I let out a ragged breath. “Grant and Rothford Company.”


“Grant and Rothford Company? The jewelry store?”


“Yes. Can you tell me how to get there?”


“That’s only about ten blocks from here. I’ll tell you how to get there, but then, you don’t come back here, you hear me? This is not the place for a young girl who’s alone. I think you get that, right?”


I bit my lip and nodded. “I won’t come back here.” If all went as planned, I’d be sleeping in a hotel room tonight. I’d have food in my belly, and it would finally be safe to cry.


Paul pointed his finger down the block. “Walk in that direction until you get to Main Street, make a right, and go about six blocks down. You’ll see it on your right.”


I let out a breath. “Thank you, Paul. Thank you so much. And thank you for saving me from the cockroach.” I mustered up a very small smile and then turned and began to walk in the direction he’d pointed me.


As I started to turn the corner, Paul called my name and I stopped and turned, looking at him questioningly. “There are more boot stompers than cockroaches in this world.”


I considered what he’d said for a minute. “The problem,” I said softly, meeting his eyes, “is that cockroaches can survive the end of the world.”


Paul gave me a small confused smile right before I turned and walked away.





When I looked up the street and spotted the sign I’d been looking for, my cold hand automatically reached into my jeans pocket and wrapped around the heavy gold locket within—the one that had the name of Grant and Rothford Company on the back—the only thing of value I had to my name. I completed the rest of the block sluggishly, hunger, cold, and fatigue overwhelming me.


The comforting warmth of the heated store greeted me as I pushed open the door. For a second I just stood there and breathed, relieved at both having found my destination and the warmth seeping into my chilled skin. After a moment, I headed toward the sales counter. But as I passed a display shelf to my right, I caught sight of a glass jewelry box with pressed flowers between the panes creating the illusion they were floating over the velvet interior. I halted, looking more closely, my eyes widening and tears immediately blurring my vision, as I instinctively reached toward it. They were morning glories. I should know; I had fifty-two of them, carefully pressed and preserved in a plastic bag in the inside pocket of my jacket. The locket, the flowers, and a small round pebble were the only things I had grabbed before escaping. They were the only reminders I had of him. I’d left everything else I had ever known behind. A lump formed in my throat and anguish swept through me, so intense, I thought it might knock me over. I reached out to touch the glass, one finger tracing the deep blue petals of the flower I was so well acquainted with. But my body was worn down, tired, hungry, and my hand jerked ungracefully and knocked into a crystal vase sitting on the shelf next to the jewelry box. As if in slow motion, it wobbled and fell despite my unsuccessful attempt to grab it. It crashed to the floor and shattered at my feet. I sucked in a loud gasp and jerked my head up as a woman came rushing toward me, saying, “Oh no! Not the Waterford!” She brought her hands to her cheeks and pursed her lips as she stopped in front of the pile of shattered glass.


“I’m so sorry,” I gasped. “It was just an accident.”


The woman huffed out a breath. She was well-manicured beauty: stylish in a dark gray suit, hair swept up gracefully, and her face stunning, with perfectly applied makeup. I shrunk before her. I knew what I looked like. I was wearing clothes stolen off a clothesline from someone who was obviously quite a bit larger than me. I hadn’t bathed for three days and my hair hung loose and lank around my face and down my back to just above my backside—far too long to be stylish.


The woman looked me up and down. “Well, accident or not, this will need to be paid for.”


My shoulders sagged. “I don’t have any money,” I whispered, glancing around as my cheeks heated and the few customers roaming the shop looked away uncomfortably. I was almost surprised to find I still had a little pride left.


I brought the gold locket out of my pocket. “I was hoping to sell this—and maybe get some information about it too,” I said, imploring the woman to help me. Please help me. I’m so scared. I’m in so much pain. I’ve been broken in so many ways.


She put her hands on her hips and looked from the locket to my face and back at the locket again. She took it from my cupped hand and held it up to the light. Then she looked back at me. “Well, lucky for you, this is gold. It will probably take care of the cost of the vase.” She kept looking at the locket, turning it over in her manicured hands. “There’s no way to give you any information about it though—no engraving or personalization.” She looked over her shoulder at a man who had just finished dealing with a customer and was stepping from behind the counter. She pointed to the crystal on the floor and said, “Phillip, will you have this cleaned up while I take care of this…girl?”


“Of course,” Phillip said, eyeing me curiously.


I followed the woman to the counter. “Wait here while I weigh this. You don’t have the chain that goes with it?”


I shook my head. “No, just the locket.”


I stood at the counter, my hands resting on the glass in front of me. When I noticed they were shaking visibly, I pulled them back and rubbed them together, attempting to still my body as best as I could. My heart thumped hollowly in my chest. Fear and hopelessness rose up my throat, making it difficult to swallow.


I looked behind me, where the woman had entered a door to the back of the shop, and saw her talking to an older man through the glass. He furrowed his brow as he looked up at me and nodded, his eyes lingering for a moment before he looked down at what he held in his hand. The woman turned and walked back through the door and behind the counter to where I stood. “We can give you twelve hundred dollars for the locket, which is a little bit under what the vase cost, but we’re willing to give a discount on that so the matter is resolved.”


Vomit rose up my throat. “Please, I need that money,” I said, raising my voice. “It’s all I have.”


“I’m really very sorry, but there’s nothing I can do. The vase has to be paid for. We can’t just eat that cost. We run a business here.”


“Please!” I said again, louder this time, bringing my hands down on the counter with a loud slap. The woman startled and thinned her lips, leaning in toward me so that I shrunk back.


“Do I need to call the police, miss?” she asked in a harsh whisper, barely moving her mouth.


Dread raced through my veins and I swayed slightly before pulling myself upright. I shook my head vigorously. “No,” I squeaked out. I took a deep breath, “Please, I just…I don’t have any money and that locket…” I sucked in another breath, refusing to cry in front of this woman, in front of all the customers who were pretending to mill around but were really listening to the exchange between us. “That locket is all I have. I need the money for it to find somewhere to sleep tonight. Please,” I ended pathetically.


Something I thought might be sympathy flashed in the woman’s eyes, but she leaned back, crossed her arms over her chest, and said, “I’m sorry, there isn’t anything I can do. There’s a homeless shelter over on Elm Street. The fourteen hundred block. I’ve passed by it several times. Now I’m going to have to ask you to leave our store.”


I hung my head, too sick, tired, and heartbroken to put up a fight. How had I managed to squander my one chance for money and possible safety? Now I very literally had nothing of value to my name. Nothing at all, in fact, except the stolen clothes on my back and the pressed flowers and small pebble in my pocket. I turned and walked out of the store as if in a daze, thoroughly depleted of every ounce of hope.


I wandered the city streets for a while, hours maybe, I wasn’t even sure how long. I grew weaker; my steps grew slower. I saw a bench up ahead and stopped and sunk down onto it, pulling my arms around myself. The night was settling in around me now, and the air was even chillier, my jacket too lightweight to keep me warm.


Where do you find your strength, Morning Glory? he’d asked me.


From you, I’d said, smiling and pulling him close.


But he wasn’t here. Where would I find my strength now?


A heavy exhale ghosted from my lips as I noticed the street sign to my right. Elm Street. Did I have it in me to go just a little bit farther? Yes, I thought I might—for a warm bed and a meal—even if it was in a homeless shelter. I’d make it through tonight and then I’d come up with some sort of plan. Maybe someone at the shelter could tell me where to find a job…something.


My teeth chattered as I walked and I pulled my arms around myself again, tucking my head down against the wind.


A line was formed up ahead, and I craned my neck to see if it was the shelter, standing on my tiptoes to look around all the people.


“You here for a place to sleep?” an older man at the end of the line in a long dirty jacket with a head of wild white hair, asked.


I nodded, my teeth chattering harder.


“This place is only for men,” he said. “But a pretty girl like you could probably make some good cash in the alleyway back there.” He inclined his head backward and then leered at me and cackled.


So there it was again—sex. Evidently I did have something of value. I’d like to say I didn’t consider it for a brief few seconds. I was so hungry, desperately hungry, and so cold. The list of things I wouldn’t do to stop the pain of my empty stomach and the cold that had seemingly seeped into my bones was growing shorter and shorter.


I mustered the very last shred of my pride and turned away.


He’s waiting for me, by a spring, under the warm sunshine. The thought made me want to give up, to invite death, to travel to that beautiful place in my mind’s eye where he waited for me.


But then his words came back to me, shouted through smoke and heartbreak. I’ll wait for you. But I hope I’m waiting a long time. He didn’t want to me to give up. He’d want me to fight and live. But…I missed him so much. So much. It was a sharp ache in my soul.


I only walked about a block before the tears began slipping down my cheeks. Panic surged. Oh no, oh no. You can’t cry. If you cry, you’ll lose control. That thought brought the terror of my situation front and center. I needed someone. Anyone. There were plenty of people walking by, but I didn’t belong to any of them and none of them belonged to me. They didn’t see me. They didn’t care. With neediness came overwhelming grief. I collapsed on a nearby set of steps, put my head on my knees, and cried.


“Miss?” I jerked my head up and looked through tear-blurred vision at an older man in a suit. He looked familiar. I sucked back my sobs, swiped wetness from my eyes, and attempted a deep, shaky breath, trying my best to compose myself.


“I own Grant and Rothford Company,” he said quietly, his posture rigid as if with discomfort.


Then it clicked. He had been the man behind the glass door whom the saleswoman had spoken with. The owner. Oh no, had he decided I owed more money for the vase? Would he call the police now? I couldn’t go to the police. I couldn’t.


I stood up quickly, managing only two steps before the world tilted and fell away.












BOOK ONE



Acadia







“Everything is more beautiful because we’re doomed.


You will never be lovelier than you are now.


We will never be here again.”







—Homer, The Iliad















CHAPTER ONE



Calder





Ten Years Old


It was a Tuesday, the day the princess showed up. I remember because we were watering the bean crops, and the bean crops only got watered the third day of every week. I heard the white Jeep before I saw it, and when I looked up, it was coming around the bend in the road, kicking up dust as it drove toward where we were in the fields. I strained my eyes, putting my hand up like a visor as I squinted into the bright Arizona sun, and could see Hector Bias in the driver’s seat and a blond head in the passenger seat next to him, but the glare and the distance was too great to make out much. “Hector’s back!” I called out.


“Shh, Calder,” my mom scolded. “Hector will be happy to see you working hard.” But a smile crossed her face as she watched the Jeep getting closer and then turned back to her work. I rolled my eyes and stuck my tongue out at her back but bent down next to her again and continued giving those beans the inch of water they liked in order to grow big and tall and strong enough to feed all one hundred and twenty of us who lived in the community of Acadia.


I didn’t see the blond woman after that. She lived up at the main lodge with Hector. She was his blessed one—the bride who would stand by his side when we, his people, were welcomed by the gods to the Fields of Elysium, the most glorious paradise within the heavens.


We were all curious about her though, the woman who it had been foretold, along with Hector, would one day lead us to the hereafter when those great floods came and the end of the world was upon us. I figured she was kind of like our ticket in.


The news that he had found her on one of his pilgrimages had come back to us through Mother Miriam, his first mistress. But Hector himself had lived away from us for a long time, almost two years, only returning to visit twice a month, as he directed his bride’s education and made sure she was ready for her position within our family. She had a mighty big job ahead of her.


And so the day we would finally be introduced to Hector’s intended was a pretty big deal. We all quickly shed our dirty linen work clothes, drawstring pants for the boys and men, and long dresses for the girls and women. After I was dressed in a clean outfit, I ran out the front door of our small two-room wood cabin as my mom yelled behind me, “Be on time, Calder!”


“I will!” I yelled back, clearing my throat as I made my way between the other cabins. I knew my voice had a hoarse, scratchy quality to it and sometimes yelling hurt my throat. My mom had told me that, when I was about three years old, I had cried and cried for a long time, and it had injured my throat or something like that. She said she couldn’t remember what had set off the marathon crying fit, but one day, it was like I just decided I wasn’t going to be unhappy anymore and that was that. She said it wasn’t in my nature to carry sadness. I guessed it was true because I sure didn’t feel sad anymore.


I knocked on Xander’s back door and his sixteen-year-old sister, Sasha, opened it, her long brown hair flowing loosely down her back. I swept my eyes over her and then looked up into her pretty face. “Hey, Sash,” I said, raising my brows and standing as tall as I could to try to bring myself to her height.


Sasha rolled her eyes and looked over her shoulder. “Xander,” she called. “Your little friend is here.”


“Little?” I demanded, insulted. “I’ll have you know, I grew three inches this summer. My dad marked it on the wall.”


“Good for you.” Sasha bit her lip, looking as if she was trying not to laugh. That’s when Xander breezed by her, grabbing my arm so I was forced to take off running behind him.


“What the heck?” I huffed as we raced through the dirt paths, narrowly missing old Mother Willa with her herbs piled high in the wagon she pulled behind her. She yelled something at us, but she was always a little hard to understand on account of the fact she was missing so many teeth. Too bad for her there wasn’t an herb for that.


Xander came to a stop, and when I caught up to him, I punched him in the shoulder. He laughed, dodging my next punch. “Whoa, you’re gonna want to stay on my good side.” He looked around, then leaned in close and whispered, “Look what I swiped.” He opened his hand to show me four perfect sugar cubes.


“ranger station?” I asked, looking around too and then reaching out as Xander set two in my palm. I tossed them both back and crunched them in my teeth, closing my eyes and moaning as the sweetness filled my mouth and burst across my tongue.


Xander pulled me off the walking path and glared at me. I eyed him questioningly, my mouth too full of sugar to talk. “What?” I managed, shrugging my shoulders.


“Geez, Calder. What’s wrong with you anyway? Don’t you know how to savor something? When’s the next time you’re gonna get sugar, and you just devour them both so they’re gone in an instant? Dimwit.” Then he shoved me so I stumbled back, trying not to laugh and lose any of the sugar in my mouth.


Xander took one cube between his thumb and pointer finger and licked it delicately, and then he moved it away from his mouth so he could talk. “See, Calder, when you have something good, you have to make it last,” he instructed, drawing out the final word. And then before he could bring it to his mouth again, two of the wild dogs that ran around our land raced past him, bumping him forward so he stumbled and dropped the sugar in his hand onto the dirt. The dogs ran over them both, grinding them into the earth as they dashed away barking.


For a second I just stared at the crushed sugar ground into the dirt at our feet and then up at his shocked face, his mouth hanging open. I burst out laughing so hard I had to double over so I didn’t fall down. When I finally got hold of myself and looked up at Xander, the expression of shock was replaced by a small tilt to one side of his lips. Then he started laughing too, both of us howling away under the bright, late-afternoon sun.


That was one thing about my friend Xander—he knew how to laugh at himself, a trait I had already figured out most adults still needed to work on.


“Aw, come on, sugar breath,” Xander said, taking off toward the main lodge where we had planned to sit to get a good look at the new bride everyone wanted to see so badly.


“I hear she has the face of an angel and the body of a goddess,” Xander said reverently.


I nodded, sucking at the inside of my cheeks to get every small grain of sugar. “That’s what the foretelling said.”


“I bet she looks like one of those ladies from the Academic Awards,” Xander guessed, squinting upward as if picturing the People magazine he’d swiped a couple months ago, the one we’d looked through together, hiding behind his cabin, the one with all the pictures of the painted ladies in long bright-colored dresses holding little, person-shaped gold statues.


I shrugged my shoulders. “Nah, Hector wouldn’t marry one of them,” I said. “They’re too…” I paused, trying to think about what they were too much of for our family who lived far away from the outside world. “Colorful,” I decided. Although they must be plenty smart to have won such a big academic prize.


Xander rolled his eyes. “Yeah, I know that. I meant, you know, take one of them with their pretty faces, and dress her in something like what Mother Miriam wears.”


We were both silent for a minute. I was picturing drab old Mother Miriam with the frown on her face and the loose gray dress. When I looked at Xander, he’d squinched his face up, and I imagined he’d been picturing her too and found her lacking in comparison.


“Anyway,” he said, losing the frown, “we’ll know in a minute.”


The sun beat down on our heads as we squatted in the dust against the log siding of the main lodge where the council lived. We figured we’d have the best view of them as they left the building to make their way to our temple, where Hector’s blessed one was going to be introduced.


Xander picked up a stick and started digging in the dust at our sandaled feet. After a minute he glanced at me and whispered, “Bet I could sneak in there and swipe some butterscotch candies. I’ve looked in the window. They keep dishes of them around like it’s nothing.”


I gave him my best disapproving look and said, “It’d be a sin to steal from the council…from Hector. He provides for us.”


Xander looked down at the ground where he was still using the stick to draw shapes in the dust. “I just wonder…why do they get sugar whenever they want it, but we have to…borrow it from the ranger’s station?”


I picked up a stick nearby and started drawing in the dust too. I didn’t really have an answer for Xander’s question so I stayed quiet. I also chose not to remind him it wasn’t borrowing when you never intended to return it.


Xander was part of the group of workers who kept our family safe, and whenever he could, he snuck off to the ranger’s station that led into the state park a couple miles down the road. He found all sorts of good things there, from sugar cubes to magazines, once some Coca-Cola. I still thought about and longed for another can of the sweet, fizzy drink we had taken turns gulping down behind some trees near our crops. I was lucky he shared everything he found with me. I knew it wasn’t right. But I didn’t think it was enough of a sin that we’d have to stay behind when the gods came down to escort Hector’s people to Elysium. I made sure to work just a little bit harder than I had to in order to offset the minor stealing.


“When I get chosen to be a member of the council and go into the big community and work, I’m going to keep a whole barrel of butterscotch candies in my office,” I said with a laugh. “I’ll bring some back for you.”


Xander chuckled. “That’ll be the day. If anyone is smart enough to get chosen for the council, it’ll be me.”


I snorted. “If that’s the plan, we better both hope we get to Elysium soon and that the gods have butterscotch.”


Xander’s face got dreamy, and he leaned back against the wood behind us. “I bet Elysium’s made of butterscotch.”


I thought about it for a minute and didn’t think that sounded so good. It might be good at first, but after a while, you’d probably get sick of butterscotch this and butterscotch that…everything sticky, and then you’d be stuck in a place made of butterscotch for eternity and—


Xander’s voice, which had been droning on, interrupted my thoughts as I continued to use the stick to sketch in the dirt. “…butterscotch clouds, and butterscotch flowers, and butterscotch houses, and butterscotch furniture…”


Suddenly we heard what sounded like a soft, childish giggle and swiveled our heads back and upward, and caught sight of a blond head leaning quickly away from the window, likely a council member’s kid. I looked back at Xander, who had a confused look on his face, and suddenly we heard a woman’s voice calling, “Who’s out there?” and the window above came slamming down.


Xander and I stared at each other for a second with wide eyes and then we jumped up and ran.





The large wooden temple was already crowded just like we had known it would be. As workers at Acadia, Xander and I had to sit in the back, and we grumbled about the bad luck of getting caught outside the lodge. Now we wouldn’t have the close-up view of the princess before we made our way to the overstuffed building. In order to see the platform at the front where the council sat and Hector preached from, we’d have to crane our necks.


For the most part, the worker groups stood together in Temple: the crop and water keepers, the animal tenders, and the watchers (those who looked after our security) on the left side, and the teachers, weavers, sewers, and builders on the right side. Between our groups, we kept our four-hundred-acre community fed, safe, outfitted, educated, and sheltered.


And free of the sinful influence of the big community.


Hector had named it Acadia, which meant “Place of Plenty.” And it was true, because we had everything we needed—well, other than Coca-Cola. But I supposed that wasn’t technically a need, and it wasn’t like I could talk about that anyway.


My mom smiled and waved me over when I entered the temple and Xander went to join his family, who stood to the right of mine. My dad pulled me in front of him and put his arms around my shoulders so his hands were clasped in front of my chest and we took up as little room as possible. I inhaled the smell of soap coming from my dad’s skin and leaned back into him, feeling safe. Next to us, my mom stood with my sister, Maya, in the same position. Maya had been born with a leg that didn’t work quite right, and so even though she was a member of our family and would naturally help with the duties surrounding the watering of the land and making sure our people always had a supply of clean drinking water, because of her birth defect, she couldn’t do physical labor. Instead, she helped the women who sewed the clothing and the bedding and, well, I wasn’t quite sure what else needed to be sewed. I guessed if I looked around, there were plenty of things, but I didn’t give all that a whole lot of thought. Maya was a year older than me, but she was a whole lot smaller and mentally younger because of something called Down syndrome. My parents told me it meant Maya had been born with an extra chromosome. I looked at her and she grinned up at me, wrinkling her nose. My smile grew as I grabbed her hand and squeezed it three times, and she squeezed my hand back three times too. It was our secret code for I love you, which I had come up with so she wasn’t constantly yelling it to me in front of my friends. We were too old for that now.


The thing about Maya was it was like that extra chromosome was filled to bursting with love. So filled up, it was constantly leaking out of her in some shouty way, and she just couldn’t keep it inside her. But I figured when you love someone, you put up with all their faults, even the especially loud ones.


A hush fell over the crowd as the doors right behind us swung open, and Hector Bias started walking purposefully down the center aisle with the council behind him. Hector was a tall, strong-looking man who held himself like the leader he was. He had a head of golden hair that he wore long and sometimes put in a ponytail at the back of his neck. His eyes were a bright, crystal blue that seemed to be able to see straight through you. The few times he had spoken directly to me, I had had to force myself to hold eye contact with him. Something about those eyes made you feel unworthy—like you weren’t good enough to look too long at something so beautiful.


The doors behind him swung shut and I frowned in disappointment. Would we not meet his new wife today?


I looked forward as Hector took his place behind the podium at the front as the council, all four of them, took their seats behind him. He looked around at us with an expression on his face that made me stand up taller in pride. I felt my dad behind me do the same. One day, I was going to sit up on that podium behind Hector and take the place of one of the council members. I felt purpose flowing through me.


Hector raised his arms as if in slow motion, and his voice boomed, “Behold the blessed one. My bride and your mother. Eden!”


Two of the council members stood and walked back up the long center aisle and each opened one of the large wooden doors, stepping to the side as they held them wide-open. The crowd hushed as we turned in unison, and a feeling I couldn’t explain swept through me—something that felt like a mixture of fear and happiness.


Everything was utterly still.


Suddenly, a breeze blew in, bringing with it swirling dried leaves that danced down the aisle and came to rest on the floor. At the same time, the wind chimes that hung in front of the temple started tinkling as if, until that very moment, the entire world had been holding its breath. I craned my neck to see what everyone was looking at and that’s when I saw her—a little girl, even smaller than Maya, walking slowly down the aisle, a look of terror on her face. My eyes widened as I took her in. She was wearing a white lace dress—like a tiny bride—and her pale blond hair fell over her shoulders and down her back. And her face… I felt my heart lurch in my chest at the beauty of that small face. Her lips were full and pink, and I could see they were quivering slightly as her eyes darted around. Suddenly, they fell on me and my breath hitched as our gazes met and held. I couldn’t see the color of her eyes from where I was standing, but something in them held me frozen in place. And then she looked away and the spell was broken. I let out a big exhale of breath as she moved farther down the aisle, and I could only see her small back.


Some strange instinct told me to run after her and take her hand. I suddenly realized I was still holding Maya’s and my grip had tightened so much she was staring questioningly at me. I loosened it and smiled apologetically and then looked back at the girl who now stood next to Hector at the podium.


“My beloveds,” Hector said, beaming at us and raising his arms again. “Today is a magnificent day. Today is a day filled with the glory of the gods.” He looked around at each of us again. “Today is the day you all meet Eden.” He put his hands on the small shoulders of the girl next to him and moved behind her. She’s just a little girl.


I frowned in confusion and glanced at my parents’ faces, and they both had matching looks of pure pleasantness. I mimicked their small accepting smiles and turned back around to where Hector and the child, the blessed one, Eden, stood. Evidently, I was the only one in my family thinking this was an interesting turn of events.


Hector continued, “I know you’re probably surprised to see your mother is so small, so young. As was I when I first laid my eyes upon her and saw she had the mark.” He turned Eden, who was looking around the temple with wide eyes, and directed her to a chair in the center of the council’s seating arrangement. She sat down, her hands clasped in her lap—perhaps shaking slightly, although it was hard to see from where I was standing—her lace dress pooling on the floor. Where are your parents?


When Hector turned back to us and began speaking again, I tore my gaze from Eden with effort. Hector moved behind his podium, looking thoughtful. “The ways of the gods are not always clear to us—are not always predictable or easily understood. And yet, the gods always know best, do they not?”


“Yes, Father,” we said in unison.


Hector nodded and leaned forward casually, resting his forearms on the podium and lacing his fingers together. “Yes, the gods always know best, and the gods always provide. And so the day I saw Eden and recognized the mark on her shoulder that foretold the identity of the blessed one—my perfect balance and harmony—I went and prayed to the gods. How could this be? How could the blessed one, my bride, my wife, the one to lead us into Elysium, how could she be nothing more than a child? My beloveds, I had the same questions I’m sure you have as well.”


Hector raised his arms slightly and banged them back down on the podium, startling us. Raising his voice he continued, “That night I prayed to the gods: Please guide me! Don’t allow me to disappoint my people! My beloveds are the reason for my very existence!”


He dropped his head slightly, looking weak with emotion. When he looked up again, his eyes were shining. “I cried and prayed all night long. And finally…finally in the early hours of dawn, the gods spoke to me in a whisper.” Hector looked around the room and I held my breath, waiting to hear what the gods had said to him. It had to be good.


“‘She is the one,’ they said. ‘Her name is Eden, and she is the one.’”


He paused and looked around again and then held out one arm to Eden, as if presenting her one more time before turning back to us.


“And so she has come to live with us, a child who before was an orphan, alone in the world. And when she reaches her eighteenth year, she will become my beloved, my one and only bride. And as the foretelling has said, we will live together as man and wife for two months and six days before the mighty flood comes and destroys the earth and all the people and animals, and we, the blessed people of the gods, will be escorted to the glorious Fields of Elysium where there is no more pain, no more struggles, and never, never any tears.”


I felt a chill run through me, just as it always did when Hector spoke of the great flood and our journey to Elysium. Only now, we had a time frame, and now, we knew that the great flood was years and years away—because Eden couldn’t be older than seven or eight.


“Eden will sit in her place of honor during every Temple meeting, and she will be looked upon with love and honor. Please welcome her with the adoration she deserves.”


We all dropped down to our knees and bowed our heads, my mother taking Maya onto her lap, as Maya couldn’t bend her leg. We kneeled like this for several minutes until Hector said, “Rise,” and we did. I looked back up at Eden and she was gazing around, a more curious look on her face now as she took us all in.


I wondered what it had been like where she came from. I wondered if she had lived in a house or maybe an apartment. I wondered if she had eaten sugar cubes and drunk Coca-Cola. I wished I could talk to her and ask her all sorts of questions. But, of course, that wasn’t possible.


I realized Hector had started speaking again as my mind had drifted away to all my questions about the world. “As if Eden’s presence isn’t enough of a surprise, I have one more for you on this glorious day.” He paused. “On my travels, I also came across Teresa. Teresa, beloved, will you join me, please?”


A skinny woman with brown hair and hollow cheeks stood up and started making her way to the front, where Hector stood, larger than life itself. Teresa joined him and looked around at the crowd embarrassed-like, finally bowing her head and staring at the floor.


“Before she came to Acadia, Teresa led a wicked life,” Hector said, shaking his head with unbearable sadness. “I found her in an alleyway, offering to do depraved sexual acts for money.” Teresa seemed to shrink in front of us even further as several people made disapproving sounds and others gasped and shook their heads. “She had been prostituting herself for drugs since she was sixteen years old. She’s thirty-six now.”


Hector towered over her as he grasped one of her bony shoulders in a fatherly way. Then he let go and walked past her to the side of the stage, where several vases of flowers stood on pedestals. He carefully plucked a perfect white lily out of a bouquet and walked back toward Teresa with it.


My eyes moved to Eden to see her following Hector’s every move. Her hands still rested prettily in her lap and her shaking seemed to have stopped.


Hector stood in front of us all looking at the perfection of the lily before bringing it carefully to his nose and inhaling deeply. He closed his eyes and tilted his head back.


He simply stood this way for several moments before opening his eyes again and walking forward to Jeffrey Parker in the front row, where he handed the lily to him and nodded. Jeffrey nodded back and then passed the lily to another man right behind him.


We were all quiet as we watched the lily get passed around the temple, from one man to another and then finally back toward the front where Hector walked to Boris Friedman in the front row to retrieve it.


Hector gazed at the lily sadly. It was now bent and bruised, one of its petals hung down, ready to fall at any moment, a truly sad sight to behold. He brought it to his nose again and inhaled and then frowned as if the sweet scent was no longer there.


He looked pointedly at Teresa. “Who would want this lily now?” he asked, his voice lowering. “Who could love a used-up, passed-around flower such as this one?”


A single tear slipped down Teresa’s cheek and she bit her lip, hanging her head again.


Now that I was ten, I understood what a metaphor was. I knew Teresa was that used-up lily, and I saw she knew it too. And no one on the gods’ green earth really wants to be a used-up lily, despite their behavior to the contrary, or at least that’s what my mom had explained to me when I first asked her about all that business.


“Who could want a flower like this one? Who could find anything beautiful about something dirty and soiled like this?” Hector boomed, spittle flying from his mouth as we all stared, spellbound by his intensity.


Teresa let out one small cry. But I had been witness to this same speech before, and so although I was as interested as I was each time I saw it, I just waited, as did the rest of us.


“Who?” Hector asked us more quietly. “Who?”


And that was our cue. “You can, Father! And we can, Father!” we all said joyfully.


Teresa’s head came up and she seemed baffled as she looked around, her mouth fell open, and her eyes flew to Hector, as he walked toward her.


“That’s right, my beloved. I can. We can. We can all love you, our flower, made new again with love, with family, with purpose, with belonging.” And then he brought the lily from behind his back, and it was as perfect as it was when he first plucked it from the vase. New and fresh and so very beautiful.


I loved that part and it always made a chill run down my spine. It was like a plot twist that showed up in a story, and it made your heart jump and you wanted to tell someone about it right away. Only when Hector brought someone new up on the podium, the plot twist was part of their life and it was a good one, and they usually cried and carried on and on about it. Naturally.


Teresa gasped and I could see she felt the same way, and her tears began to flow even harder as she sobbed. Hector wrapped his arms around her, cradling her to his body, repeating, “I can, we can, I can, my love.”


Hector looked out into the audience in my direction and I knew that was my cue to bring the water.


My dad stepped back, and I made my way to the marble font of water at the rear of the temple. I filled the small cup sitting next to it and walked down the center aisle toward Hector.


“My water bearer,” Hector said, smiling. I smiled back proudly and handed him the cup and then stood to the side with my head bowed and my hands clasped.


As Hector gave Teresa a drink of the purifying water, I kept my head bowed but moved my eyes to look at Eden to my right, trying to secretly get a closer look at her. My eyes met hers and she stared at me without blinking. I looked away, but I couldn’t help the small smile that curved my lips, and when I dared to look at her again, she was smiling a very small shy smile as well.


I forced myself to bow my head again as Hector hugged Teresa to him and then handed the cup back to me. Then he presented her to all of us with a simple wave of his hand as she beamed out to the audience, wiping the tears off her cheeks.


And with that, Teresa was made new and would join our family, just as many had before her. And although Maya and I had been born into this community, my mother said that there was something extra special about those who chose it on their own.


She said the gods led Hector to them, but it was their choice whether or not to follow.


I rejoined my family, and we all filed out of the temple quietly, ready to begin preparing the evening meal. I glanced back as I walked behind my parents, and although other people moving behind me mostly blocked my view, I made eye contact with Eden several times, and I wondered if it was possible she was watching me leave.












CHAPTER TWO



Calder





Twelve Years Old


The dusty canyon trail was steep and narrow, but now that I’d almost made it to the valley floor, where the harsh rays of the sun couldn’t reach, I sighed in relief at the feel of the cooler air. It was January, and the weather during the day was only in the seventies, but the shade still felt good while I was moving so quickly.


Even though it was a tough hike, I loved this biweekly ritual of collecting the purified water I brought and served at Temple. I made my way down the trail as quickly as possible, practically running in some spots, so I could spend extra time at the spring. Every so often, Hector would accompany me and say a blessing over the water himself, although it was actually the gods who provided the healing water for us so we would be pure and cleansed when the great flood came. It was this purification that would balance our systems and help ward off evil and temptation.


Whenever someone was injured or sick, I would fetch an extra dose of the water for them, as sickness was mostly a massive state of imbalance, or so Hector said. Hector also said that although the gods provided the water for us, and it would help with the situation, ultimately it was to be seen whether the gods’ will was for healing or not. Sometimes they deemed healing to occur, and sometimes, Hector said, it was not their will, and we had to accept that and not question the reasons why. It was not for us to know—at least not yet.


That was the case with Maya. My parents had told me that when they saw the deformity of her leg and the fact that her features were different, they had dripped the healing waters into her small baby mouth, but apparently the gods had their reasons for keeping her the way she was, because that time, the water didn’t work.


But just last summer, when I had served the water to Franklin Massey, who was doubled over in agonizing stomach pain, later that day, he suddenly straightened up and was healed, wouldn’t you know.


Apparently it was true you never could know the reasons of the gods because from what I’d seen, Franklin Massey was a mean old crab who walked around with a puss on his face all the livelong day. And Maya, well, she was like a little ray of sunshine. It wasn’t how I’d run things when I got some authority up in Elysium, that was for sure. Although that was a moot point anyway because there was no sickness in Elysium. Maya would run through the fields on two perfectly working legs and her mind would work just like everyone else’s. I had to smile at the picture in my mind.


I knew for sure the water was magical though, because every time I drank it, a feeling of peace and happiness flowed through me, and I felt cleansed and strengthened.


I made a sharp turn and the spring came into view. The water was crystal blue and sparkling and it had green plants blooming around it. It always struck me as a small paradise and I stood simply admiring it for a few minutes.


I set down the canvas bag that held the water containers and dropped to the grass, lying back and lacing my fingers behind my head so I could gaze at the clear blue sky surrounded by the towering canyon walls. Everything around me was grand and beautiful and full of color and light. I wondered how Elysium could be any more beautiful than what the gods had already created right here on earth.


As I lay there, my eyes landed on some brush that seemed to have been pushed aside in a way I’d never noticed before. I frowned in curiosity and pulled myself up and walked over to the strange little opening. There was a break between the rocks I’d never seen because of the vegetation that had been in front of it.


I peeked inside a little nervously and then stepped in when I couldn’t see anything much from where I stood. On the other side, it suddenly opened up and I stood upright and walked through the space, mostly consisting of dirt, rock, and a few sparse patches of desert grass. But as I walked farther, I heard running water and noticed more vegetation. Moving through another doorway-sized opening, I found another spring! I laughed out loud, looking around in wonder at the hidden pool of water. How was it I didn’t know about this? I spent more time than anyone down at the healing spring. This one was even larger than the other one, just as clear and just as blue, with plants growing everywhere. There was even a very small waterfall, mostly a trickle really, that ran between two of the larger rocks.


Something caught my attention to my right, in between two rocks. When I moved closer, I saw that someone had written in the dirt and there were several toys sitting neatly on a small blanket where both rocks met, creating a small alcove.


I tilted my head, taking it in. Two baby dolls, a plastic tea set, and a small pink horse. Strange.


My eyes moved down to the dirt in front of the toys and I saw “Eden” had been spelled out in small pieces of broken sticks.


I scrunched up my face in confusion. Was this where she played? The items looked older. Had she been playing here since she arrived? I stared down at the toys for a minute, curious and wanting to touch them, but I didn’t. The council members’ kids were given toys and the worker kids were not. Still, I kept my hands to myself. Something about those toys sitting there struck me as very, very sad and weakened my desire to pick them up and study them one by one. I thought about the many friends I had and how we played together every afternoon after our work was done—variations on games our parents taught us, like hide-and-seek, tag… From my experience, there was never a lack of someone to spend time with inside Acadia. As a matter of fact, you had to put some effort into finding some quiet if you got fed up with people chattering at you from sunup till sundown.


But Eden…didn’t she play with the other kids who lived at the lodge with her? The council members’ kids? Or was she forbidden for some reason? I had seen the way my friends looked at her as she walked to the front of the temple month after month—still with some interest—but clearly she was different than the rest of us. Separate…and looked upon with a certain suspicion, probably even jealousy.


Maybe it was the same with the council members’ kids too. She was separate from them as well—not just another ordinary kid, not yet a wife—sort of a strange mixture of both and not one of an “us.”


I stood up slowly and chewed at my lip for several minutes, considering Eden, picturing her playing here in this place she’d found. All alone.


I was jolted out of my thoughts by the loud call of a hawk and made my way back to our spring to fill my water containers. My mom would be looking for me if I wasn’t home soon.


I walked back through the brush between the two rocks and arranged it so it wasn’t noticeable this time. Hopefully Eden would remember to do the same. For some reason, I didn’t want anyone else finding out about that secret spring through the hidden passage.





I watched for Eden more closely after that day, more curious about her now, what she did, how she lived. She was so close and yet seemed so far away from the rest of us.


I looked up at the main lodge, brilliant with its electricity in the midst of the darkness of our small cabins, where we only had candlelight in the evenings.


I saw her now and again too, peeking through her window if we were playing in the large dirt area a little way from the main lodge, just beyond the first of the small worker homes.


One hot day at the end of that May, we were playing kick the can. Only in this case, our “can” was a small piece of driftwood I had retrieved from the river that ran behind our land. I tried to keep referring to the game in my head as “kick the driftwood” because thinking about a can made me think about Coca-Cola, and man, that would have tasted good right then and there, sweaty and thirsty as I was under a noontime sun.


All of a sudden, I noticed a blond head peeking out from behind a tree nearby. I pretended not to see her and just kept on playing, every now and again glancing over where I could now see Eden standing among the small grove of acacia trees, pretty much right out in the open.


Over the next fifteen minutes, she inched closer and closer to our game field, until she was standing right on the edge with some of the other players who had already gotten out.


As she got near, a small brunette girl named Hannah looked at her with wide eyes and blurted out nervously, “Should you be here?”


Eden pulled her shoulders back and glanced around, her eyes lingering on me as she whispered, “I was wondering if I could join your game.”


Everyone backed away from her, looking around at each other with disbelief. None of the other council members’ kids had ever asked to play with us, ever, not once.


Finally Aaron Swift declared, “No. Uh-uh. Go on back up to your palace, princess. You’re not one of us.” But then he softened his rejection by saying, “You’re a flower. We’re the weeds. You’re either one or the other. You need to play with the other flowers.” And he smiled a small, slightly nervous smile at her.


The rest of the kids standing around nodded as Eden’s cheeks flamed. She looked down and breathed out shakily, resigned. I realized then she might have been working up the courage to ask us if she could play with us for weeks, maybe even months.


I thought of those toys hidden in the canyon by the spring and realized the council kids didn’t play with her either. She was an outsider in both groups. I didn’t know why exactly, because I didn’t know what went on up in the main lodge. I just had this strong feeling that she was. Just as she started to turn away, and before I even thought too much about it, I blurted out, “That’s not true.”


Eden halted and turned back around toward me as several other kids came off the field to see what was going on and what the holdup was.


I walked over to Eden and made my way around her in a slow circle as she stood still, turning her head to watch me. “Do you know anything about morning glories?” I smiled as I looked into her deep blue eyes. She was just a kid, but I couldn’t help notice she sure was pretty.


She furrowed her brow and bit her lip as she shook her head no.


I stood in front of her and crossed my arms. “A morning glory is a beautiful flower, delicate-like. Blue, just like your eyes.” I paused and smiled again. “But the thing about a morning glory?” I leaned in closer and so did she, her eyes filled with curiosity. “The thing about a morning glory is if you let it, it will totally take over your crops because it’s not just a flower. It’s also a weed, totally invasive. Stronger than it looks.” I looked around at my friends watching me. “The point is, you don’t have to just be a flower or a weed. You can be both.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I figure some people are both.”


“Aw, geez, Calder, I swear sometimes you make things up out of the clear blue sky,” Xander scoffed. “Fine, flower, weed, whatever, let’s just play. Eden can be on your team.”


Everyone ran to get in their positions. I looked back at Eden as a slow grin spread over her face, and she laughed out loud as she looked at me. Her grin was contagious, because I realized I was grinning too as I ran to my own position.


What I had said, though, was true. Morning glories were flowers and weeds—at least here in Arizona. I should know. I’d helped to tug out whole batches of them trying to suck up all the water from our crops.


We played in that hot sun for at least an hour before Mother Miriam came stalking down from the main lodge looking annoyed. “Eden!” she shouted. Eden ran off the field past me, her long blond hair and long heavy skirt flying up behind her. She had played with more gusto than anyone else on the field, and within half an hour or so, everyone was treating her like one of the regular “weeds.” I didn’t think the smile left her face the whole time she was with us.


Eden, yeah…she was definitely a morning glory: as pretty as a flower, with the strength of a weed.


She looked back when she made it to Miriam, and although I could tell Miriam was already giving her a tongue lashing, Eden flashed me a smile as if to say it was worth it, completely worth it. I smiled back.


Suddenly, Eden broke free of Mother Miriam and came running back to me as Mother Miriam screeched her name. She stopped in front of me, breathing hard, and reached into a small pocket at the side of her skirt. She grabbed my hand hanging at my side, cupped her hand over my open palm, and then closed my fingers around something small and hard. We both looked up at the same time and our eyes met for several long seconds. Then she grinned at me and went running back to Miriam, who grabbed her arm and started walking even quicker than before, practically dragging Eden behind her.


I looked down at my hand and slowly opened my fingers. Inside sat a butterscotch candy.


I raised my head and laughed, staring after Eden. It had been her that day, listening to Xander and me as we talked about butterscotch candies beneath her open window. Eden and Mother Miriam reached the main lodge and disappeared inside. I unwrapped that butterscotch candy and popped it in my mouth, trying not to grin around the mouthful of sweet deliciousness.
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