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FOR MY MOTHER-IN-LAW, CONNIE SIEMENS, WHO WAS AS MUCH A MOTHER TO ME AS ANY SON COULD HOPE FOR. HER LATER YEARS ARE, IN PART, RECORDED HERE, AND ALL HER LIFE IS HONORED.
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THE CHOREOGRAPHY OF A COINCIDENCE …

—DAVID WILCOX, “BIG MISTAKE” FROM THE ALBUM BIG HORIZON
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GRATITUDE


Six months after The Welkening was published, Denny Boultinghouse of Howard Books encouraged me to “set free” my desire to write a sequel. Thank you, Denny. I have indeed felt liberated. Two writer’s settings deserve to be mentioned: Kirk and Bonnie Steele’s Palm Desert house provided uninterrupted calm. Skipper John Coleman’s competent sailing out to the Santa Cruz Islands allowed for the inspiration of many adventures on Justice Island. Thank you! 

After I heard Bill Lindberg tell his story, I was so moved, I rushed home and wrote it down. He has generously let me retell it here—and (much more of a sacrifice) permitted me to refashion it for my own purposes. Thank you, Bill. 

Two readers, Lauren Cano and Amber Ward, recent graduates of Westmont College, read the manuscript under significant time pressures. They supplied insightful observations and suggestions. Thank you, Lauren and Amber. With the ever-dependable Laura Wilson typing up my scribbles, I felt free to write the first draft in longhand. Ruby Jeanne Shelton closed out the typing duties with a smile. Thank you, Laura and Ruby Jeanne. 

Westmont College provided assistance in the form of a Professional Development Grant during the summer of 2005. The myriad of pages produced therein have been thusly blessed. Thank you, Westmont. 

Ramona Tucker, the most unwobblerated of editors, skillfully blended Bennu’s sharp eyes with Angie’s gentleness. Guardian is better for her efforts. Thank you, Ramona. 

My daughters, Emily, Hannah, and Laura, are to be praised for their “is it done yet?” faithfulness. Laura was of tremendous help in costume design (someday, the runway?). Loves to you, daughters! My loyal companions, Mocha (curled up at my feet when not barking in fear) and Willie (at my side meowing constantly for more attention), deserve their due (an extra treat?).

Many friends inquired about my progress, encouraging me to keep at it. My closest and most loyal friend, the one who keeps me steady by pulling me back from frenetic overstatement and lifting me up from fits of melancholy, is my wife, Janet. You are a guardian of the veil. I love you.



PART ONE
TAKEN, THE FATHER
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CHAPTER ONE VEILS UNVEILED



I remain convinced that there are levels of worlds within worlds, seams and crosscurrents in which the old, worn rules shift slightly; that there are levels above us and below us, in which connections are made more easily, and that each of us occasionally passes through such seams.

—RICH BASS, “A WINTER’S TALE” 
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Only those whose hearts have been broken can remember anything before the age of four.

This is what he remembers.

From his bedroom, he awakened to a noise in the kitchen, a long, high-pitched screech with a barbed hook on the end. It snagged him and tore at him and reeled him in. Something was wrong, he realized. Something was wrong again.

He ran out of his room and down the dark hallway. The floor felt middleofthe night cold. He reached the end of the hall and looked to his left. The bare bulb in the kitchen hurt his eyes.

He felt something horrible was coming. He heard labored breathing, hard and trembling, so he started to cry. Then he turned to face the light and heard his father shouting at his mother. The words fell on him; they landed like flat stones pounding … pounding down upon his shoulders.

Under this weight, he staggered toward the kitchen but stopped. He did not enter it. An invisible boundary kept him out. A curtain that separated stage from audience, an impenetrable veil.

He does not remember his father’s words. But he can still hear them. They cracked open the sky of his mind. In the thunderous shouting, the boy fell to his knees. He reached out a hand to stop the storm. And when he did, he touched the veil; he felt its uncrossableness.

That’s when it happened.

His hulking father stretched his broad hands around a stack of china plates on the table. He clasped the dishes and lifted them high above his head. The boy glanced at his mother. Her face screamed silently with the hard certainty of suffering. Her arms rose, hands up, fingers splayed out, trembling. Then his father heaved the plates down onto the floor, at the feet of his mother.

That crashing sound, that breaking and snapping, like a shattering of thin, brittle bones—this is how he remembers the sound.

Then the shards and chips flew everywhere, slicing, exploding into terrible shrapnel. One piece stuck into the wall beside his mother. One caught the frayed hem of her robe.

And one piece entered the boy’s soul.

That’s what he says now—that it sliced right in and cut him up. It left no mark on the outside.

But his father wasn’t finished. He picked up the boy’s mother like a sack and carried her to the front door. The boy reached out for her as she went by. His father opened the door, and the boy felt the freezing winter air rush over his hands and face. It held the coolness of death. His mother looked so helpless in his father’s hands … as fragile as those china plates, beautifully breakable, her porcelain skin shining in the night.

His father paused for a second, as if he needed that moment to blow out the last flicker of conscience. Then he took two steps and threw the boy’s mother into the snow on the front lawn. She screamed faintly. The father turned back into the house. He slammed the door and looked down at the boy as if the boy were the cause of his pain. As if he had broken the dishes. As if he were the reason that his mother lay bruised in the snow.

The father said nothing. His face raged with disdain, but his mouth did not form any words. He stomped with his boots down the barefloored hall and slammed his bedroom door.

The boy dropped his head and cried. He cried on and on. He pounded his chest. And with each fist to his heart, he felt for the flying chip of glass that had entered him. He wanted to pull it out, but the shard cut deeper and deeper still….
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Lizbeth Neferti realized she was panting. She wiped the tears that came in the telling and ran her hand over the wrinkles on her flowerprint bedspread. She did not turn toward her friend Angie Bartholomew, sitting next to her on the bed. 

Lizbeth sighed. “So, that’s it. That’s the nightmare. I just had to tell you. It was like a horror movie that the boy told to me, whoever he is.” 

“I don’t know what to say, Lizbeth. What an awful story. I feel like that broken piece cut into me too.” She put an arm around Lizbeth. 

“I know what you mean.” Lizbeth glanced around the room. The softball trophies, the clutter on the floor, the stuffedanimal ox that Angie had added to her piledhigh collection. These familiar things did not weaken her grief. They looked cheap and powerless. “It’s not just this nightmare, Ang. It’s everything.” 

“Yeah.” Angie combed her fingers through Lizbeth’s black hair. When she came to the end, she reached up and squeezed Lizbeth’s neck gently. Then she let go and tugged on the cuffs of her own white shorts. 

“After we came back from Welken …” Lizbeth paused, and her eyes brightened. “Can you even believe we were there—in that magical place, where we met Piers? The amazing Piers—with his golden skin and green-green eyes. Think of it, Angie! One month ago we helped defeat that awful, evil beast Morphane. He still makes me shudder. Here I was, in the summer before my senior year, and I felt so … I don’t know, so sure, so confident. Piers told me I was wise. And all of us helped change everything with The Welkening. I made the land shake. I felt like I could do anything.” She grabbed a softball with a torn hide and flicked at the stitching. 

Angie pushed her hand under her own leg. “I felt like that too. I never felt more real than when I was invisible in Welken. I loved the mistiness of it, the silent, hovering lightness.” 

“You’re weird, Angie.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Lizbeth tossed the ball into the air and caught it. “And I hate the McKenzie Butte Boys. They bug us. They bug everybody. Odin, Tommy, and Josh Mink, the McKenzie Boys. They’re so demented.

Lizbeth slipped off the bed. She dug her fingers into the ball and pulled aimlessly on the torn leather. She flicked the ball back and forth in her grip—and on one hard flick, the ball flew across the room. Bam! Lizbeth’s eyes grew big. She rushed to open the bedroom door. “It’s okay, Dad! Don’t worry, nothing broke!” 

Shoulders drooping, Lizbeth picked up the softball again and sat dejectedly back on the bed. “Look, Angie, a month has gone by—and, and, and nothing. No message from Welken or Piers, no sense of what we should be doing. Then the worst of it, Percy runs away.” She paused. “I’m so sad about it. He is a cat, you know, a cat that could get run over. I know he belongs to you and Len, but I’m scared for him. It’s got to be something terrible. And I miss him. And now you and my brother together. C’mon, you’re going to be a junior in high school and Bennu’s going off to college this fall. It’s so pointless.” 

“You’re making me feel bad.”

“I’m sorry, Angie. I just thought it would be different. I didn’t think I’d crash back into my standard funk. It’s a cliché, I know, but Welken feels like a dream to me now.” Lizbeth tossed the ball in the air. 

Angie caught it. She brushed her strawberry blonde hair out of the way, turned the softball over in her hand, and pulled back the torn section. “It’s like this, Lizbeth. Here’s the world. It’s got a tear in it. And that’s how we found Welken. Remember how I used to say that the fabric of the world is stretching? But maybe it’s more like a tear. Maybe the rip’s still going. And y’know, we’re not supposed to make the rip bigger.” She patted Lizbeth’s knee. “Maybe we need to find the tear and sew it up. I don’t know. Maybe Welken is a dream—but who says dreams aren’t real?” She put the ball into a mitt so the tear wasn’t showing. 

Lizbeth grabbed the mitt and threw it into a plastic bin. “I want to know where Percy is. I don’t want to dream about broken dishes, an abused woman, and a frightened little boy with a sharp chip of glass that cut into his soul. I don’t want another month of bad news!” She jumped off the bed, rushed into the bathroom, and closed the door. 

In the bathroom Lizbeth let down her guard even more. She knew that only a door separated her from Angie, but, to her in this moment, the door felt thick—a heavy, bank-vault barrier. 

Lizbeth leaned over the sink and cried. When she peered into the mirror, she saw her anguished face and thought how ugly she looked when she cried, how ugly she was with her broad shoulders, thick thighs, and her dark Egyptian skin that reminded no one of Cleopatra. She put the top of the toilet seat down and sat on it, wondering if there could be a more humiliating position. It gave her one more reason to feel sorry for herself. 

She thought about Welken. How she’d felt so full of strength and purpose when she had been transformed into a real ox. How she’d felt for once that she’d done something worth doing. She and her older brother, Bennu, and Angie and her older brother, Len—the self-proclaimed “Commiseration of Misfits,” four inseparable friends—had made a difference in Welken. They had helped restore the tiles to the Tetragrammaton. They had joined forces with Piers and other Welkeners. Their bodies had changed into ox, falcon, angel, and lion, and together they had brought about The Welkening, that miraculous event that seemed to make everything right. That’s where the meaning of life was—in Welken, with Soli-ton, that mysterious presence, the one who became “whatever love requires.” Instead she was stuck in the economically depressed, rainy town of Skinner, Oregon. 

Lizbeth stood up and walked toward the door. “Angie, I hate this place!”

“Lizbeth, c’mon, open the door.”

“No!” She clenched her fists at her sides. “I don’t want to be here!”

“Then come out.”

“No, I mean I don’t want to be in Skinner. I want to go back and see where Terz turned into stone. I want to see Mook and, most of all, I … I …” She leaned her head against the door. 

“What, Lizbeth, what?” Angie’s voice sounded like an open hand.

“I miss Piers.”

“Me too. Lizbeth, please open up.”

“No.” Lizbeth turned back to walk to the toilet and bonked her knee on an open cabinet door. “Ahhh!” 

Angie hit the door. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. But I’m so uncoordinated, it’s like I’m drunk.”

Lizbeth sat down again. She rubbed her knee and then her eyes as memories of Piers rushed by—his faithful leadership, his wisdom and eloquence, his way of calling the best out of each of the four friends, and how what made them misfits in Skinner had made them needed in Welken. Then, as she had for the last month, Lizbeth wondered about Bors, Piers’s friend who was lost. She remembered that lifesaving moment when she’d seen Bors inside the mind of Piers. And she worried about Bors … whether his soul had been reunited with his body. 

Lizbeth had returned from Welken with hope that Percy, Len and Angie’s house cat, would whisper Welken’s secrets as he purred, and that Len’s softened heart would grow more tender yet. 

But her dreams hadn’t come true. The worst of it was that the newness, the sense of being changed, had slipped away. She thought it was like trying to hold the good feeling of winning a softball trophy. The bronzed player kept shining on her bookshelf, but the glow from the highfives faded like an echo, growing fainter with each retelling. Lizbeth’s mother liked to say, “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,” but, Lizbeth thought, who wants a God who takes?

She didn’t want to be at home, yet here she was with Angie, the one stable force in her life, her best friend. One year behind her in school, perfect Angie—the girl beautiful enough to have any guy for a boyfriend but who had, for the time being anyway, decided to make a go of it with Lizbeth’s brother, Bennu. Now that Angie and Bennu were always together, Lizbeth felt that she’d lost both of them. 

So Lizbeth felt alone, the thing she least wanted to feel. With all these familiarities gone, the weight of that absence fell on her oxen shoulders, like a yoke heavy and unyielding. 

Then she felt a sharp pain in her stomach. She winced from it and stood up. She probed at the pain the way a doctor might, pressing here and there. She found it and winced again. She thought the pain had a shape, that its borders could be discerned with her finger. It felt solid, like a broken piece of glass or a shard chipped off a shattered china plate. 

Just then a knock sounded on the door and startled her.



CHAPTER TWO SAILING OVER MT. JACKSON



Remorse is a biting memory.

—HENRI NOUWEN, THE LIVING REMINDER
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After returning from Welken, after being threatened by the McKenzie Boys, after waiting for some new Piersinspired task, after listening to Lizbeth go on and on about everything going wrong, after applying for eleven summer jobs and getting turned down at all of them, after too many reruns and not enough riverrafting runs, Len thought he and Bennu needed to act like justgraduated high school seniors and do something irresponsible, like ignore the need to make money. So they headed up to hike in the Mt. Jackson wilderness, the home of the craggy peak Len called “the Prez.” 

Len liked the highway that followed the Lewis River up to the trail-head. The tight curves, the greenness everywhere, his favorite steelhead fishing spots. Then there were the logging trucks. He didn’t like the logging trucks. He pictured each empty flatbed as a giant’s jaw with its lower teeth sticking up. Once full of logs, the truck would roar back down the narrow road, a monster battering ram at breakneck speed. 

Bennu stuck his elbow out the window. The wind played with both sleeves of his doublelayered T-shirts. “OK, stupid question, but has this been a waste of a month for you or what?” 

“You got it. No work, no money, no Welken. Pretty stupid and pretty boring.”

“I know. Except for the fact that you thought Cindy Martinez actually looked at you, you have nothing to show for this whole month. Me, well, I finally hit it off with Angie, and I really enjoyed writing my college essays. Seriously. But I really miss the Welkeners … especially those gentle giants, Sutton and Zennor.” 

Len stuck out his tongue and blew. “Pblibt! What’s with ‘gentle giants’? Do you always have to sound like a stinkin’ poet?” 

After about an hour, Len turned his family’s knockkneed, powder blue Buick onto a dirt road, where he had to dodge potholes. He put on his infomercial voice: “Just imagine, Mr. Bennu Neferti, gliding over these ruts and holes in a brand-new Buick Skylark Sport Utility Vehicle. No other company can combine poor workmanship and ugly styling quite like Buick.” 

Bennu pushed up his glasses and pointed to a parking spot. Like a parrot, he said, “Park the Skylark. Park the Skylark.”

“Bennu, you were a falcon in Welken, not a parrot. Act your species, will you?”

After Len pulled over, the two Misfits grabbed daypacks for the threemile hike and started up the trail, cinching shoulder straps as they went. 

Len loved being outdoors, especially on a trail. Hiking helped him forget his troubles and his limitations. So what that he was short and hotheaded? So what that Bennu was smarter and more exotic as an Egyptian? So what that his sister, Angie, was the most beautiful girl at Weyerhauser High? So what that he talked constantly … if not aloud, then relentlessly to himself? 

The beauty of the place silenced them for fifteen minutes or so. Len picked at some leaves overhanging the path. He smelled the pine sap, listened to jays squawking, and squinted up at Jackson’s flowing white mane of glacier and snow. Patting his shorts pockets to confirm that he’d brought a knife, he noted Bennu’s eight pockets with envy. Between them, they’d packed enough water and food for two days, but Len worried they had not packed enough. 

A few minutes later the silence became oppressive. Len knew he needed to have an important conversation with Bennu. This talk could change everything. He’d been thinking about it for quite some time. Although he didn’t want to initiate this level of risk, this leaning over the precipice of friendship, he had to broach the topic. “So, Bennu,” Len gulped and paused. “I guess you really like my sister.” 

“Look, I’m not getting ready to marry Angie, if that’s what you’re worried about. She’s only sixteen.”

Len felt his whole body relax. He kicked a pinecone down the path. He plucked a columbine flower and pulled at the tips of its star-like petals. “Yeah, Bennu, that’s cool.” Len smiled, picked up a rock, and chucked it at a tree, hitting it square in the center. Life would go on. He and Bennu could still be friends. Guys, he thought, we know how to talk.

Len yanked his water bottle out of its mesh sleeve in the daypack and squirted water into his mouth from as far away as he could hold his hand. Some dripped onto his shirt. Then he ate a protein bar in three bites, gobbled down four handfuls of trail mix, and sucked a dayold glazed donut out of a plastic bag. 

Bennu pretended to throw up, then ate even more.

After another mile up the trail, Bennu pointed to a canopy of branches that lined the path just ahead of them. “Ah, Tolkien’s Avenue, my favorite part of the hike. Just when you need some shade and a reminder of Hobbiton, here come the Arched Trees of Endolin.” 

“Yeah, just what I was going to say.”

“When we get to the middle of it, I want to read you some lines from a new poem I’m working on.”

“Bennu, maybe we’re taking this friendship thing too far.”

“Shut up.” After reaching the densest section of branches, Bennu unzipped his pack and grabbed his journal. “OK, this is only a first draft, but here goes: 


I know you won’t believe
 me, that I’ve counted feathers on an
 angel’s back and listened to a window
 sing in the starlight and watched a griffin graze.
 But I’ve left the simple addition
 of my life for the calculus
 of visitation. And I’m quite sure that now
 you know what I know, that
 snow falls in August.”



“That is so special, Bennu. Of the seven words I understood, I truly liked four of them.”

Then without warning, it happened.

Len screamed first. At least his voice was audible. Bennu’s mouth moved and his shaking hands dropped his journal and rose to his lips, but no sound came out. Len tried to shout again, but panic had swallowed his breath. His heart rammed his chest hard and fast, like it wanted to break open his rib cage. His breathing accelerated. His mouth dried up. He stood in the trail, motionless, eyes split open, staring at a tense, snarling cougar that had leaped from a branch overhead. 

The cougar stood broadside to Len and Bennu, bent slightly in a taut crouch.

“What should we do?” whispered Bennu.

“I don’t know.” Len watched the cougar’s claws extend slightly and retract, marking lines into the soil. The beast’s face seemed utterly confident but brooding, like he was trying to remember when he’d last eaten. From the cave of its mouth came an awful moan, a call from the deep, guttural and ruthless. 

“You growled down a cougar once before, Len. Do it again.”

But as Len watched the cougar bare his teeth and poise his limbs for leaping, he could not find the strength to challenge him. The cougar circled back and started pacing. 

Len swallowed hard. “Maybe this cougar is from Welken. Maybe we shouldn’t try to make it go away.”

“All I know is that I don’t want to die.”

The muscles of the cougar’s hindquarters, then his shoulders, twitched.

“Len, c’mon, do what you’re gonna do!”

“OK, fine.” Len closed his eyes and imagined himself again a lion in Welken. Standing firmly, he roared so loudly that Bennu lurched away from him. Len thought he’d done well. If the cougar sensed that Len was also lion, he might slink away. 

The cougar did become less threatening. He stopped pacing and sat. He licked the fur on his left leg.

Len took a step back. The cougar didn’t seem to mind. Len slid another foot back, and Bennu did the same while bending over to pick up his journal. The cat lowered his head and growled like an idling dragster. The growl grew louder and louder. Then the cougar reared back and leaned into a roar that shredded the air and tore at them. Len felt sliced up, pierced to his center. 

Yet the cat didn’t pounce. Len and Bennu stood there, unscathed.

But the cougar inched closer. He took a few swipes at the shrinking space between them.

Len didn’t know if he should roar again. He saw Bennu crouch down lower and lower. Len thought this was wrong, that they should try to appear bigger, but he followed suit anyway. He felt submissive. Yielding to the mountain lion’s presence, they cowered down till their hands were on the ground. 

The mountain lion stood defiantly before them, the picture of un-preyedupon predator. He stared at them with power in his eyes. He furrowed his brow, coiled his body, and sprang. Reflexively, Len and Bennu ducked. As the shadow of the beast rose over them, Len braced for the first incision, then the tearing of flesh. 

But the next thing he knew, the cougar’s front paws flew above them. Then Len felt pressure and pain. The mountain lion grazed Len with his duller back claws, gouging deep enough to draw blood on Len’s scalp before landing on the other side of the trail. 

Bennu lifted his head. “You OK?”

“Yeah, but he nicked me in the head.” Len felt the wound and showed Bennu the blood. “It’s the same place I got nailed with the rock by the McKenzie Boys.” 

Len and Bennu stood facing the cougar, who was once again licking his paws.

“He’s so calm,” said Bennu, “as if he’s waiting for us to figure this out.”

Len looked at the cougar. “OK, big guy, we get it. You’re from Welken, right? You want us to do something? Should we follow you somewhere?” He kneeled on one knee and reached out tentatively to pet the beast. 

The cougar growled and snarled once more. He got up and, mouth open, charged at the Misfits. Now they knew what to do. They ran. 

[image: Image]

Lizbeth rapped on the toilet seat with her knuckles. “Angie, I’m sorry. I just want to be alone.”

“I don’t think you do.”

Lizbeth glared at the bathroom door as if Angie could see her facial expression right through it. “So you know my feelings better than I do?” 

“C’mon, Lizbeth, I do know you pretty well. And I don’t think you really want to be alone. You want a friend to hold you. You don’t want to sit on the toilet and feel sorry for yourself.” 

Lizbeth stood up and crossed her arms.

“You don’t really want to cross your arms and look at yourself crying in the mirror.”

Lizbeth dropped her arms to her sides. “Angie, how do you know exactly what I’m—”

Angie’s cell phone rang. “Hi, Mom. Yeah, I’m at Lizbeth’s. Really? You’re kidding, how funny! OK. Can Lizbeth come too? OK. Fine. Bye.” 

Lizbeth unlocked the door. “What is it?”

“My mom just got back from the airport. She picked up my grandma. She says Grandma is worse than ever. Want to come over?”

“Sure! I love your grandma. She’s so adorable. Do you really think she’s getting worse?”

“It’s that early Alzheimer’s stuff. It’s so sad to see her old self fade. Mom said that when she walked past security, Grandma held up her hands and said, ‘No guns!’” 

“Ha! What did security do?”

“They laughed. Grandma is eightytwo, y’know.” Angie tugged on her pink bead necklace. “Still, she can say the nuttiest things.” 

“So can you.”
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Down the mountain, finishing the three-mile loop in record time, Len and Bennu scrambled as fast as they could. Whenever they slowed from a trot to a walk, the cougar closed ranks and snarled. The Misfits got the message. Panting heavily, they reached the Skylark and hopped in. The cougar sat about thirty yards away, acting uninterested and unwinded. 

Len’s chest heaved as he sat in the driver’s seat. He fumbled for the keys then found them, but he couldn’t get his hands to stop shaking enough so he could put the keys in the ignition. He put the keys on the seat and took a long draft of water. Then he saw the cougar charging toward the car. 

“C’mon, Len, let’s get out of here!” Bennu grabbed the key and stuck it into the ignition. “Move it!”

Len started the car and peeled out in a cloud of dust. He was quiet for a short while. After straightening his backward baseball cap, he said, “I don’t know what to think. That cougar could have killed us at any time.” 

“I was so scared.”

“Was? I still am.”

“Me too.”

“But the weird thing is that he didn’t kill us. He just threatened us.”

Bennu threw his pack in the backseat. “He did that really well.”

“Yeah, maybe too well. I’ve got to stop shaking so I can drive.”

In ten minutes, the Skylark pulled onto the two-lane highway and slowly reached the speed limit. Bennu leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Wake me up if you need me to drive, OK? I’m exhausted.” 

“No worries. I gain energy from cougar attacks.” Len sighed and mentally worked through what had happened—and why. The cougar had to be a message from Welken. Maybe this was Soliton himself, the orb of light that had visited them in Ganderst Hall, the one who seemed to watch over Welken, the one who had once appeared to them with the head of a cougar. But what did Soliton need them for? To turn the tide in a battle or to bring justice to some remote Welken village? 

Len cruised down the highway, watching the cottonwood leaves flap light and dark in the breeze. Then he noticed the gas tank. “Shoot! Hey, Bennu, wake up. We need gas.” 

“What?”

“We’re running out of gas.”

“So? Why wake me up for that?”

“Well, somebody’s got to do the windows while I fill the tank—with your money.” 

“My money?” 

“Yeah, I drove.” 

“Your dad’s car.”

“Fine. I’ll pay for a quarter of it.” Len pulled into the one gas station in Old Blue, a river town with a population of eightyseven. He hopped out, gave the guy at the pump Bennu’s cash, and ran into the Food Mart. Grabbing the key attached to a rusty crescent wrench, he jogged out toward the bathroom. 

Len unlocked the door and instantly gagged at the stench. He held his breath, took care of business, and depressed the push button on the faucet. A trickle of water came out, brightening the algae in the sink. A quick breath later, Len rolled his eyes and yanked hard on a paper towel. The whole dispenser came off the wall and crashed to the floor. “This bathroom stinks!” he yelled. “And nothing works!” 

Then he heard a motor humming outside. It wasn’t the Skylark, but he recognized it. He couldn’t believe it. It sounded like the same guttural purr he and Bennu had left on the mountain twenty miles back. 

That’s ridiculous, he thought. That cougar couldn’t have followed us down. That’s impossible. But now, how am I supposed to get out? Of all the stupid—“Hey, Bennu! Bennu, get over here!” Bennu can’t hear me, he realized. What’s the point?

Len opened the door a crack. He saw a cougar snarling about ten feet from the door. Screaming, Len closed it fast, then heard a whump on the door. He jumped onto the toilet. One leg kept shaking. 

When the growling subsided a bit, Len opened the door again. The cougar was still there, ten feet away. Trembling, Len opened the door a little wider. The cougar backed up. Len opened the door all the way, and the cougar retreated into some bushes.

That’s weird, thought Len, but maybe I can get out of here.

Sprinting as fast as he could, he bolted for the car. He yelled, “Hey!” and tossed the crescent wrench key to the gas station guy with the nozzle in his hand. “That’s enough. Keep the change!” To Bennu, he shouted, “Get in the car!” 

“Keep the change? What’s the rush?”

“Get in now.” 

The mountain lion leaped out of the bushes and ran at the car. Bennu threw the squeegee down, opened the door, and slipped in. Len started the car, watching the cougar all the while. He got the shifter in gear just as the cougar leaped over the hood of the car. They both screamed and pressed themselves back against the seat. Bugeyed, Len held his chest. Then he jerked the Skylark back onto the highway. 

Len turned the radio off. “I don’t get it.”

“Me neither.” Bennu looked dazed. “Me neither.”
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When Lizbeth and Angie stepped into the Bartholomews’ front room, Angie’s mother, Charlotte, sat at the kitchen table while Grandma stood next to the coffeemaker looking impatient, her right hand on the handle of the carafe. 

Angie held out her arms. “Hi, Grandma! I’m so glad you’re here for a visit!”

“Oh, you dearheart. It’s good to see you.” After a big smile and a hug, Grandma went back to the counter. “I’m going to have some coff’ if this gadget would hurry up.” 

“‘Coff’?” said Angie softly to her mom. “What’s with that?”

“I don’t know. All of a sudden, she’s abbreviating everything.” Charlotte smiled at Lizbeth, acknowledging her and winking in recognition of her mother’s poor hearing. “Mom,” she said louder as she gently touched her mother’s arm, “you remember Lizbeth from next door?” 

“Wha’d you say? Libby? Of course. Hi, Libby. I like that name ’cause it’s like mine, Abby. I’m Abby, but you can call me Dear-Abby. I’m pretty good at advice. Now, Libby, get me some milk out of the reefer.”

Lizbeth covered her mouth. “Is she serious? The ‘reefer’?” She took the milk out of the refrigerator. 

Charlotte threw up her hands. “I know. Everybody else says ‘fridge,’ but my mom has to say ‘reefer.’”

Grandma grabbed the milk out of Lizbeth’s hands. “You’re kinda tender, getting the milk for me.” She poured some into her cup and took a sip. “Now you girls come and sit with me for a spell. Dear-Abby’s got to take a load off her feet. I’m not a saucy kitten anymore.” She sat down ever so slowly and added sugar to her coffee. “I was just reading about Henry VIII, how he started the Church of England and knocked up all those Abbeys.” 

“Mother! He knocked down the abbeys. He ruined them so he could confiscate land owned by the Catholics.” 

Abby looked as if she hadn’t heard a word. She fluffed up her oversized sweater with a windmill on it. “Lilly, are you in junior high now? Oh, be a dear-heart and pass me one of those muffins. CharChar, have you been writing any more of those darling Percy and Bones stories? I just love those two.” 

“I have, Mom, but I’m not ready to show anyone yet.”

“Well, la-tedada. We’re not good enough for you, Charlotte?”

Angie put a hand on Dear-Abby’s knee. “Grandma, I think Mom just wants to keep it to herself till she’s further along.”

“What?”

“Till she’s further along.”

“Farmer John?”

“Mom’s not done yet!”

“Well, she’d better hurry up. I could die at any moment.”

The three younger women looked nervously at each other.

“Ha!” Abby shouted. “That’s a good one! I could keelkeel before I finish this muffino.”

“Oh well.” Charlotte faced Lizbeth and wiped a tear. “The decline is so sad you might as well laugh at what you can.”

Lizbeth let out a chuckle and sighed. She studied Dear-Abby’s face, the layers of wrinkles, the wispy, gray hair, the deepset, occasionally vacant eyes. Lizbeth was about to look away when Abby’s eyes suddenly focused on hers. Lizbeth looked into those eyes that had seen so much. She knew that Abby hadn’t had the easiest life. Then Lizbeth noticed something different about Abby’s eyes. The shiny-wet gleam of her eye moved; it seemed to take shape. Lizbeth inched closer. The gleam became a sail, the sail a sailboat, and the sailboat bobbed in the turbulent sea of Abby’s blue iris. 

Angie stood up and took Lizbeth’s arm. “Are you OK? What’s going on?”

“I don’t know. But I think we should get ready.”



CHAPTER THREE ONE CLAW AT A TIME



For the rest of his life he would have to bear the burden of those looks and judgment. From then on, he knew that … the poor, the excluded, the bitter ones of the earth were watching him and judging him.

—PHILIP HALLIE, LEST INNOCENT BLOOD BE SHED
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Len kept the Skylark floored till he rounded a bend and had to slow down for a bus. He hit the steering wheel in frustration. “OK, I’m officially spooked—and I’m dying from this exhaust. This mountain lion thing. It has to be Welken.” 

“Duh.” Bennu fumbled through the CDs in his carrying case.

Len yanked the case out of his hand and threw it in the backseat. “Stop it! How are we going to figure this out with The Lemonheads blasting away?” 

“You sound like my mom.”

“That’s a low blow.”

“I guess I’m just trying to block everything out. I’m not a big fan of cougar attacks. And I’m not crazy about the timing of all this.” 

“What?”

“You know.” Bennu took off his glasses and cleaned them. “Things have been going well—me and Angie.”

Len added anger to his emotional melting pot. In the mixing, he felt himself wanting to erupt into his former volcanic fury. Since his last visit to Welken, he had been different. Everyone noticed. But now he felt the pressure rising and rising. He gripped the steering wheel till his knuckles hurt. He tried counting to ten but lost focus at four. He shook his left foot. Finally he rolled down the window, put his head out, and screamed as loud as he could. 

Bennu grabbed the wheel as the car lurched a few feet into the other lane. “Are you trying to get us killed?”

Len looked back at Bennu, took his hands entirely off the wheel, and leaned farther out the window. He yelled again.

Bennu yelled back, “Stop it, you idiot! I can’t keep steering forever!” Bennu slid across the bench seat toward Len.

Len plopped back into his seat. “Why, Bennu, I didn’t know you cared.”

As Bennu scooted back over, Len hit the brakes, hard. The car fishtailed a little and came to rest on the gravel shoulder. Bennu flew forward but stopped himself with his hand before he crashed into the windshield. 

“Hey!” said Bennu, “my seat belt was off. Now I know you want to get me killed.” Len pointed to the cross street on the other side of the road. 

“Look. You’re not going to believe it.”

There was the cougar sitting at the corner … like he was being paid to advertise for a new zoo. He couldn’t have appeared more natural or been more out of place. 

“What do we do?” asked Bennu.

“I don’t know.” Len shifted his backward cap a quarter turn. “A few minutes ago he was chasing us, but now he’s just sitting there. And how can he even be sitting there? I was going at least fifty.” 

“He’s getting up. He’s trotting away.”

“A false alarm, I guess.” Len cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted across the highway. “Hey, what’s the message? What do you want from us?” 

“Wait, he sees us. That’s so bizarre. He’s looking right at us.”

“OK, here goes.” Len jetted across the highway. “And another thing—where are the neighbors screaming about a mountain lion walking the streets? Doesn’t anybody else see him? And why am I driving toward him?”

“And why is this cougar scaring us to death if he really is our friend … some messenger from Piers or Soliton?”

Len pulled up right next to the cougar. The cat seemed to be studying Len, sizing him up, assessing his character.

At the same time Len felt something come over him—a need to stretch, to curl up and sleep, to purr. He felt more feline than he had since The Welkening had taken place on Granite Flats. He squirmed in his seat because he wanted to switch his tail, the tail he didn’t have. He took off his seat belt and pawed at the dashboard. Then the cougar bent his head slightly, and Len leaned half his body out through the open window. 

“Len, what are you doing?” Bennu leaned over and grabbed Len by the belt loops.

Len arched his hand over the cat’s head and scratched him behind one ear. As he touched the cougar’s coarse fur, one of his own fingers became furry. A long claw came out to scratch the cougar. Len blinked in amazement. Nothing could have been more startling, yet reassuring. A deep chill ran from Len’s leonine claw to his chest. 

The cougar cocked his head, as if to acknowledge Len’s friendly scratch. Then his whole body tensed as Len withdrew his hand. Len’s claw again became a finger, and the cougar bared his teeth, growled, and took off into a dead run down the street. 

Len flopped back into his seat and hit the gas.

“I saw that,” said Bennu, his hands shaking with excitement. “I saw your claw. Wow, that’s amazing! We’re close. In some unthinkable way, we are in Welken but not in Welken. Maybe the cougar is a moving portal.” 

“He’s a moving something, I’ll tell you that.”

“Nothing like this happened a month ago. We didn’t have this much Welken in Skinner.”

Up one hill and to the right, along a drainage ditch and over to the left, the cougar ran and the Skylark followed.

“Where are we?” asked Bennu.

“C’mon. You know this place, don’t you? It’s McKenzie Butte.”

“I guess I don’t usually come at it from this side.” Bennu flicked his head, birdlike, from one window to another. “Hey, where’d he go? Oh, there, up that street. He’s sprinting.”

With graceful, athletic strides, the mountain lion turned onto a gravelly street. Behind homes on one side, engines and boxcars screeched on acres of train tracks. Mounds of moss clung steadfastly to most of the roofs. The cougar slowed to a loping trot before slinking into one of the yards. 

Len had never been to this house, but he knew exactly where he was. It all fit. The faded, dark brown trim against the peeling white sides. The unmowed grass. The laurel hedge out of control. This was where the Mink family lived. Odin, Josh, and Tommy Mink, the disgusting McKenzie Butte Boys … the source of so much of the Misfits’ pain and fear. And to prove it, parked in the gravel driveway was the rustbucket, moldy green Ford LTD. 

Len eased the Buick past the Minks’ driveway so that the laurel hedge hid the car from the house. He took off his seat belt, but he was in no rush to hop out of the car. Staring out the windshield, he rubbed his head where the cougar had scratched him and felt again the horror of the afternoon a month ago, miles from here, at the Peterson homestead, when the McKenzie Boys had tied him up and knocked him out with a thrown rock. They’d said the Misfits had trespassed—but Len knew it had just been an excuse for cruelty. He flashed back to what had followed. The chaos, the peace. The sunlight, the rain. Their introduction to Piers in Welken. 

“Hey, Len.” Bennu shook Len’s shoulder. “You OK?”

“Yeah, I guess. I’m not thrilled to be here.”

“Me neither. Why would Piers want us to get beat up? I’m soooooo nervous.”

Len opened the door and closed it quietly. He leaned against the car, not wanting to take one step closer to the McKenzie Boys. He could tell Bennu was less motivated than he was. He swallowed hard. “We’ve got to check it out. There’s nothing else to do.” He motioned to Bennu to follow him down the hedge that separated the Minks’ house from their neighbors’. It meant being in the neighbors’ yard, and he hoped that either no one was home, or that the neat rows of marigolds meant these folks were nice. 

As they crept onto the grass, Len noticed rusted stuff at the base of the hedge—cans, gears, an ax head, even a license plate on the ground. He brushed dirt off the metal. It was an Oregon plate from 1947: GFN 421. 

Then they heard voices, familiar voices. Tough, yet whiny.

“C’mon, Odin, we need you.”

“Yeah, it’s not like we can pull this off by ourselves.”

Since he was shorter and lighter, Len motioned for Bennu to give him a boost so he could peer over the hedge to see what was going on. After scrambling onto Bennu’s shoulders, Len was grateful that the lazy Minks had not trimmed the hedge for years. It provided good cover. 

Josh and Tommy, the two younger Mink brothers, had their backs to him. They were leaning over a makeshift table—a door and its frame supported by two sawhorses. Tommy turned and shoved his clenched fist toward Josh. 

Len gasped quietly. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Odin sat in a wheelchair, at the head of the table nearer to the back of the house. Odin, in a wheelchair! His huge head drooped forward, his slimy black hair shining in the sun. Josh faced Tommy. With his mouth slightly open as always, Josh slapped at Tommy’s fist, reached for a Coke with a straw in it, and held the drink up to Odin’s lips. Odin appeared pummeled, as if twenty bricks had fallen on him. But he didn’t have a broken arm or bandages. He simply looked haggard, like he’d aged ten years in the last month since Len had seen him. Dark circles hung below Odin’s eyes, and his lips were puffy. 

Bennu wobbled under the weight of Len.

While Josh and Tommy gestured to various places on the table, Len tried to figure out what they were pointing to. Then he saw it—a crudely drawn map of downtown Skinner, one block in particular, between University and Eleventh, near the college. 

Tommy moved one of the green army men standing on the map. “OK, I’m walkin’ down the street, actin’ normal, checkin’ out babes. Then I take up my position here by that stupid coffee place, Java Jive. Hey, ‘take up my position,’ cool military talk, eh?” 

Josh shook his head. “Shut up.”

“You shut up!”

“Just stick with the plan,” said Josh. “When you move in there, I’ll drive by really fast about the same time he does. Then the accident happens.” 

Len’s heart quickened its pace. Are they planning to jump someone?

“Yeah,” said Tommy, “an ‘accident.’” He said it slowly, sneering meanness into every syllable.

“No!” Odin pounded the makeshift table, and the army men fell over.

The gesture seemed to take a lot out of him. He leaned forward, placed his hand on his chest, inhaled as if he were short of breath, and threw himself back. “I’m OK. Look, this is a stupid idea—and I don’t think you idiots can pull it off anyway.” 

Odin, the hulking, muscular threat, shocked Len—not by his powerful presence but by his lack of it. Weakness was everywhere—in the wheelchair, in his mysterious wounds, and also in his tone and tormented expression. Len didn’t know what to make of it. Odin clearly was in pain, but was it merely physical? He almost seemed oppressed, like he was acting on someone else’s orders. 

Len’s racing heart made his knees wobbly and his hands shaky. When Bennu regripped Len’s legs, Len squinted down at him. He saw the sweat on his friend’s forehead from holding up his weight. 

Len turned back toward the McKenzie Boys at the table. Josh and Tommy were chuckling. Josh leaned over and grabbed the doorknob. As Tommy snatched up the plastic soldiers, Josh yanked up on the door. They both laughed about their enemies falling down to hell as Tommy threw the army men into the opening. 

Len expected to see grass. Instead, he saw a glimmer of light from the partly open door. Pressing his knees around Bennu’s head, he prepared for Dracula to rise out of his crypt. 

“Len,” whispered Bennu. “I can’t hold you much longer. My muscles are cramping up.”

“Hang on. Just a second.” Len leaned over as far as he dared. He saw something golden tan, something alive, something moving. As the bright light grew in intensity, Len struggled to discern the shape. Then a head appeared, a head he recognized—the squarejawed, menacing head of a cougar. 

Once Josh lifted the door high enough, the cougar leaped out. The McKenzie Boys seemed to take no notice, like they couldn’t see that a cougar was now in their yard. But the cougar took notice of Len. He opened his mouth and showed his fangs. Frantic, Len slipped down, banging a knee into Bennu’s shoulder. 

“Ow!” Bennu yelled as he fell to the ground. He slapped a hand over his mouth and bugged out his eyes at Len.

Then the McKenzie Boys did notice. They turned toward the noise and ran up to the hedge, violently spreading branches to peer through. As Bennu labored to keep his breathing silent, Len grabbed a rusty gear on the ground and tossed it farther down the hedge in the neighbors’ backyard. Tommy and Josh bolted toward the crash. After running a few steps, Len reached into the hedge, grabbed the license plate, and threw it like a Frisbee. It sailed over the hedge, circling into the Minks’ backyard. Before Len and Bennu had scrambled back to the Buick, they heard “Yeow!” and guessed that Odin had a new bruise. 

As Len started the Buick and lurched away, he looked in his rearview mirror. The cougar sat on the Minks’ front lawn, licking himself. 
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“Now you listen to me, young lady.” Dear-Abby wagged her finger in Lizbeth’s face.

Lizbeth eyed Charlotte, who tossed her hands into the air.

“OK,” said Lizbeth with uncertainty. “I’m listening.”

“Will you look at that!” Abby leaned over and picked at the kitchen floor. “Cookie dough on the floor. I’ll scrape it off with my fingero. And crumbs and dust bunnies. I need to vac!” 

Lizbeth’s expression of fear relaxed. “Would you like me to get the vacuum for you, Dear-Abby?”

“Oh, you’re kinda tender. That would be so nice. But first I gotta go pee. You know what I say, ‘I drink, therefore.’”

As Abby walked out, Angie put her arm around Charlotte. “I’m sorry, Mom. It must be hard to see her like this.”

“Angie, you’re ‘kinda tender,’ as Grandma would say.”

Lizbeth found the vacuum in the closet and set it in the center of the living room. She knew that one of Dear-Abby’s many obsessions was vacuuming every square foot methodically four times. Then, stuffing both hands in the back pockets of her long brown shorts, Lizbeth motioned to Angie to follow her. 

In the Bartholomews’ backyard, the two walked among the intentionally casual plantings. Lizbeth plucked a cosmos flower that had come up in the peonies. She ducked under an arching ‘Cecile Bruner’ rose branch not tied to its trellis. Lizbeth snipped the unfragrant center of the cosmos and described to Angie her vision of the sail in Dear-Abby’s eyes. 

Angie pointed beyond the open gate, out into the Wilder, the Misfits’ name for the land along the banks of the Lewis River. “And there’s where it all got started.” 

“I’m not so sure. Sometimes I think Welken’s been here all along, but we just didn’t see it. Maybe we didn’t want to. I know I usually miss the right thing.” She plopped into Charlotte’s Adirondack chair. Angie stood behind her, and they both stared into the Wilder. 

“C’mon, Lizbeth, what happened to your oxen determination?” Angie pulled Lizbeth’s scrunchie out and raked her fingers through Lizbeth’s thick hair. “What happened to all that strength? Where’s your Egyptian sense of authority? And what happened to … hey, it’s Percy!” Angie sprinted around the chair toward the open gate. “Percy—oh, you kitten—you’re back! Come to Angie. Oh, Percy, baby, don’t go behind the fence.” 

Lizbeth picked up the scrunchie that Angie had dropped and ran expectantly. She charged through the gate and turned around. “Where is he?” 

“I don’t see him.”

“Oh, c’mon, he was here a second ago.”
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With Len driving as quickly as the Skylark permitted, Bennu kept watching out the back. “No sign of them yet.”

“Good.” Len adjusted the rearview mirror. “If it’s one thing we can’t do, it’s outrun the LTD in this hunkajunk.”

“Well, the LTD’s a hunk-ajunk too.”

“Yeah, but it’s a fast hunkajunk. The Boys may not have waxed the hood, but they’ve kept the engine pretty tight.”

Bennu snickered. “As if you know anything about engines.”

Len pulled onto the highway. “Bennu, they’re planning something sick … a phony accident or something.”

“Yeah, I heard.”

“They drew a map of University and Eleventh.”

“Huh. Well, let’s remember that, I guess. I don’t know what else to do right now.”

After a few quiet minutes, they drove into Skinner. They were nearly home when, suddenly, in a panicked motion, Bennu slammed his hand against the dashboard. “Len! It’s a red light!” 

Len hit the brakes hard. The Buick screeched to a halt two feet into the crosswalk. “Sorry about that.”

Before Len could back up, a homeless guy jumped off the curb and walked to Bennu’s window. “It’s the way of all flesh,” he said, holding up a God Bless cardboard sign. “I know why you race here and there.” He put one hand on the open window frame and leaned in. 

“We don’t have any money,” said Bennu.

Len pushed Bennu back to the seat so he could lean over. He noticed the stark contrast of Bennu’s dark skin with the homeless man’s whiteness. “We have nothing to give you.” 

“And here is the first lie between us.” The homeless man scratched his chin stubble. “You have more to give than you know.”

Bennu jerked as if he’d been hit, and he scooted away from the window.

The homeless man poked his head inside. “You are rich, I tell you! You are chosen for this moment!”

Bennu pushed on the man’s greasy head of hair. “Get out of here!”

The man bumped his head on the door frame and stumbled back.

Then he grabbed his own shirt with both hands and lifted it up to his chin. His chest, as white as flesh could possibly be, almost blinded Len, who turned away and rubbed his eyes. When he opened them, the light had turned green. He floored it. 

“Len, look out! You’re going to hit him!” Bennu shouted and shielded his face from the impact. Then, from the other side of the intersection, he spun around to check out the damage. “Len, he’s on the ground! You ran over him! He’s reaching out a hand to us.” 

“What are you talking about?” Len hit the brakes. “I didn’t hit him. I know I didn’t.” Flushed with both confidence and doubt, Len pulled over to the curb. “Look—there he is, picking up his cardboard! He’s walking back to his chair. So there.” 

Len gripped the wheel and drove off. After the cougar and the McKenzie Boys, the homeless man had put his nerves over the top. His mind sped a thousand times faster than the Skylark. His shoulders tensed up. He couldn’t relax. He thought about head wounds and wheelchairs, and about being chosen. He’d felt that way before, a month ago, when he’d endured the heat of the Wasan Sagad in Welken, and later when he’d turned into a lion and heard Piers talk about the meaning of all that had happened to him. Len had tried to hold on to everything he’d learned in Welken, to keep believing that even he could change, that somewhere in the universe was a place of magic and meaning—but he found it difficult. In Skinner, he just felt average … and boring. And, now, how was he to interpret what the homeless man had said? Chosen for what? 

Traveling between dimensions, he thought, makes a lot more sense in hindsight.
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Angie and Lizbeth searched in the Wilder, in the open spaces behind the Bartholomews’ house that led to the Lewis River. They crouched down and peered under bushes. 

“Here, PercyPercePerce,” Angie called. “Here, kittykitty. Oh, Liz-beth, I want him back.”

Tired of calling Percy’s name, Lizbeth scanned the flat spaces between the gate and the Bartholomews’ dock on the Lewis River. “I don’t think he’s here, Ang. Maybe you were seeing things. Maybe it was Chester, the Garibaldis’ cat.” 

“I know it was Percy. I know Percy. I saw him right here, walking past the gate. I saw his glowing fur and the wisdom in his eyes.” 

“Yeah, well, I saw his tail, the … um … curliness of his tail.”

Angie looked back through the open gate to the house. “Hey, wait a minute. It’s Bennu and Len. They’re in the yard. Hi, Bennu!”

“You could say hi to Len too.”

Angie waved but said nothing.

Lizbeth didn’t like it. All of a sudden, Angie got all twirly. She smiled too big, and she ran her fingers through her hair. She was simply too beautiful. 

When Len and Bennu approached the gate, when they were about the same distance from the opening as Lizbeth and Angie, they stopped. Lizbeth’s focus shifted. She no longer looked past the opening at Len and Bennu. She saw something in the air between them. A thin veil appeared, a kind of membrane, a screen of images. 

On it, Percy pranced by.

“There he is!” shouted Angie.

Lizbeth watched Bennu watching Angie.

Bennu scratched his chin. “Where’d he go?”

“Yeah,” said Len, “to me it looked like he walked behind the fence, but he must not have—or you two would have said something.”

“Wait!” Lizbeth pointed. “I see something else. It’s my sailboat. It’s floating down from your right. It’s the boat I saw earlier, in Dear-Abby’s eye.” 

“What?” said Bennu.

“Nothing. Just watch it.”

The boat sailed across the veil. It tacked once, then appeared to bump into the fence post, as if the post had been a cliff on a shore blocking its way. 

The scene changed. Images from Welken floated by. A goblet from Ganderst Hall. The tower of the Wasan Sagad. One of Vida’s daggers. Before Lizbeth could get nostalgic, the body of a man drifted in, chest up with no shirt on. His sunken eyes frightened her. His skin, so pale yet dull, hung limply on his bones. 

“There’s the guy we saw!” shouted Bennu. “I thought Len had run him over.”

“Guy?” Angie pointed at the vision. “You saw that guy?”

When Lizbeth said, “He looks homeless,” the pale man’s image grew larger on the surface. His face filled the screen invasively. His mouth grew until it overtook everything around it. When it opened, Lizbeth feared she would see a forked tongue or the hundred basilisks that had destroyed her Welken friend Alabaster. What if the mouth sucked them all in? 

But the mouth pursed its lips to speak. “Spare change? A quarter? Just a quarter and you’ll be whole.” The mouth closed and faded from view. 

Lizbeth reached toward the fading image and touched it. “Don’t go. Don’t go away.”

Like polyester, the veil sprang back. The others came up and felt it as well.

“What’s it mean?” asked Bennu. “It’s like a silk shirt I have.”

“Or nylons,” said Lizbeth.

“See,” said Angie, “the fabric of the world is stretching.” 

Len pressed on it slowly. “That’s not funny.”

But Angie wasn’t laughing. She ran her hands over the screen dreamily, eyes closed, humming some tune Lizbeth didn’t recognize. Placing both of her hands flat against the screen, Angie opened her eyes. 

Bennu stared at Angie from the other side of the veil. He reached out his hands, and, before Lizbeth could say “Stop it, you’re making me uncomfortable,” he placed his hands on hers. 

Now Lizbeth was uncomfortable. For a fraction of a second, they held the pose—then their hands appeared to clasp. But they hadn’t. Lizbeth could see their hands somehow disappearing as they pushed in. Their hands just went through and vanished. Then their arms. Eyes locked, Angie and Bennu kept walking and, inch by inch, more of them disappeared. They stepped into each other … and were gone. 

“Lizbeth!” said Len, snapping her out of her daze. “We have to act fast. Do the same.”

Why? she thought. Why should I do this? I don’t want to merge into Len!

But she ignored her thoughts. She put her hands on Len’s and pushed through the veil. She looked at him and took a step.

“Don’t get any ideas,” he said. “This doesn’t mean I like you.”

Lizbeth sneered and pressed in. For a minute, she felt as if she were pushing her hands right into Len’s arms. Things were dark and webby. She worried she’d get stuck inside Len, like when she’d seen Bors’s soul from inside Piers’s head. She forced herself to keep walking and sensed she was being pulled also. Then she felt the veil slip away from her, over her, like a sheath. 

The next thing she knew she was in a forest. She looked around. There was Angie to her left, stroking her feathery blue angel wings. To her right a cougar paced and snarled.



PART TWO
 BLESSED, THE BOY
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CHAPTER FOUR DON’T NEVER WELKEN’SALWAYS



“Atmosphere in Deady still vilely polluted”

—HEADLINE IN DAILY EMERALD, UNIVERSITY OF OREGON NEWSPAPER MARCH 15, 1911 
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The next morning, when the boy awakened, his first thought was to open the front door. In his four-year-old mind, he thought his mother might still be there in the snow, wounded but waiting to be welcomed back in. He put on his slippers and ran down the hall to the living room. With both hands he turned the doorknob and pulled hard. When it gave way, he ran down the porch steps and into the snow. No one was there.

The morning sun had just reached the front yard, but it was still very cold.

Cold enough that the light breeze felt like a blade scraping across his cheek. Too cold to be standing outside in pajamas and slippers. The boy gasped as the arctic air entered his lungs, but he crunched into the snow anyway. He knew where his mother had landed the night before. He knelt by the depression she had made in the snow and ran his hands over her contours. The stiff white powder glistened brilliantly in the sun. He felt where her legs had been and then her hips. He ran his hands up to her torso, then to her neck and head. When he kept his warm fingers on a spot, the snow melted just a little.

But the boy did not see it quite this way. As the tiny drops of water trickled down the sides of the impression in the snow, the boy cupped one hand against the side to catch the drips. He stood up and held the wetness to his face. He saw the drips as her tears. Then he bowed his head into his hands and felt his mother’s tears against his own cheeks. He sensed her sorrow. He felt her rejection, her abandonment. Her tears seemed to multiply on his face—and then he knew he was adding his own tears to hers. He shook with great shoulder-lifting sobs.

Grabbing his stomach, he pushed on his skin till he felt it. The shard was still there. It hurt more now, but it was harder to find with his fingers. It had twisted in deeper. In his pain the boy fell to his knees and bent over the outline of his mother in the snow. He felt he had to do something. The pain was too great, so he pounded at the rim of her contour, breaking the edges into the center. He put both fists above his head and slammed them down on the rim. Over and over, he hammered the snow.

He felt better. It felt good striking blow after blow. Sometimes the hard snow hurt his fists, but he did not stop. The shard pricked at his insides, so he crushed the snow with greater strength, with power. The shard twitched again, as if it were growing sharper, more jagged. It gave him the energy to keep going. He was angry now, angry and resentful, resentful and bitter, bitter and tortured, tortured and cruel. He finished pounding at the entire rim before he sat back. Breathing heavily, he stared at the snow and the tiny red spots from his own bloody fists.

Then, suddenly, his body was lifted up. He turned to see that his father had grabbed him. The boy wrestled in the air to get away, kicking and twisting against the shackles of his father’s hands. He felt helpless, but he flailed away anyway. As the father walked inside the house, he wrapped his arms around the boy’s chest. Harder and harder, the father squeezed until the boy stopped resisting. The boy felt faint. He struggled to breathe. He thought he would die.

Then the father put his lips next to the boy’s ear. In the father’s deepest, sternest voice, he said, “Never tell anyone.”

The boy started to black out. His head fell back on the father’s shoulder. One more squeeze and he gasped out the last breath he’d saved in his lungs.

When he awoke, he found himself on the living-room sofa. The house was empty. The boy threw his face into the pillows and wept till he could weep no more.
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“Wake up, Lizbeth. Wake up.”

Lizbeth felt herself being shaken. She pushed herself up, a little too fast, and fell, light-headed,into Angie’s arms. “I … I don’t know what happened. One minute I saw you and the next minute I was back in the nightmare.” 

Angie patted Lizbeth’s shoulders. “I guessed as much. You were moaning and shaking.”

“It was about the boy again. The dream picked up right where the other one left off.” Lizbeth rubbed her fingers across her brow. “I’ll tell you about it.” 

“OK. But maybe we should get off this Welken trail. A cougar was here—or Welken’s version of a cougar.”

Lizbeth walked behind Angie toward some bushes. “Welken? Yeah, of course. We’re here. Wow. It’s amazing. The place where everything’s the same but totally different.” 

“I know. Welken’s like asking a coconut to drop from a palm tree and then the coconut plops into your hand.”

“Angie, there are no palm trees here.”

“I know. It’s a feeling.”

“The falling coconut feeling.”

“Yes, it’s Welken. It’s the place where we feel whole and useful and where magical things happen.”

“To me it’s more like an extra inning softball game. Tense, exciting, a chance to hit the winning home run.”

“OK, tell me about the dream.”

Lizbeth sat and fluffed a fern back and forth while she told Angie about the boy. She stripped a frond clean. “So much all at once, Ang. This nightmare leaves me emotionally drained. And now we’re back in Welken. It’s weird. I thought you were the dreamer and I was the plodder—the one who can’t escape from reality.” 

“I don’t like labels. I’m the dreamer. You’re the athlete. Bennu’s the genius. Len’s the leader. It’s all too easy. Sometimes you’re brilliant, and I’m the world-class sprinter. Remember, Lizbeth, we are all becoming of Welken. Maybe this is part of it. Maybe we will all dream dreams and fight dragons.” 

“Well, you can have the whole thing if I have to keep having these nightmares. They hurt too much, and I just don’t get the point.” Lizbeth rolled over and pushed herself up, feeling sharp pine needles digging into her hands. “Hey, where’d that cougar go?” 

Angie helped brush her off. “As soon as you saw the cougar, you swooned, just like in an old movie. I caught you before you hit your head. Then I turned around and the cougar was gone.” She grinned. “I guess you can stop complaining that nothing is happening.” 

“Let me lean against this tree a minute. Then we should probably head out. But which way? Where are we? Where are the guys? I thought Len and I would end up together—and you and Bennu. Oh, I still feel a little wobbly.” 

“You mean wobblerated?” The voice came from their right, up the path to the north. “I got so excited when I heard your voices. I untortoised my feet and rabbitted right over.” 

“Vida!” said Lizbeth, “Vida Bering Well!”
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Len felt himself falling. As he descended, he flapped his arms to slow himself down, and his arms met with considerable resistance. He wasn’t falling through the air. He was in water. Accidentally he swallowed some. Then he switched his flapping into swim strokes to try to stop his descent. As the saltwater stung the scratch on his scalp, Len worried he wouldn’t be able to hold his breath long enough. Gazing above him, he saw light and anxiously swam frogman-style upward. Gasping, he broke the surface and heaved. 

Charming, he thought snidely. This, Mr. Len Bartholomew, has got to be Welken—unless there’s some other place to go when you slip through a membrane-portal stretched across your backyard. On the other hand, there are no identifying features yet. In fact, there’s just an ocean. Here I am, the leader of the Lousy Swimmers Club, dog-paddling with no land in sight, not even a ladder out of the swimming pool.

Len ran in place in the water. He saw nothing. No land, no boats. No Misfits. Only water and the bright fog to the west, and hot sun everywhere else. He tried not to panic as he swam over to his baseball cap floating nearby. He scanned for driftwood or low-lying land. Did Welken have sharks—or worse? Was he in some Soliton-forsaken ocean?
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