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PRAISE FOR



Above the Star


“A twisty tale with an otherworldly setting that readers will happily revisit.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Though reminiscent of beloved fantasies—think A Wrinkle in Time meets The Princess Bride—Above the Star is a magical rendition of a wholly creative tale. Chute imagines unheard of lands, mythical characters, and irresistible folklore, weaving all the magic together with what we know to be true: everyone is searching for something. Her sympathy for the characters—both human and not—is palpable, leaving even the most despicable anti-heroes with room for redemption. And while the story is relentless in its conflict, there are enough moments of tenderness to keep the reader from being overwhelmed. Above the Star is as fanciful as it is grounded, and as gritty as it is fantastic. Chute’s visual, visceral storytelling will pull you into a reality you never saw coming and a world you’ll be sad to leave behind.”


—Lee Lee Thompson, publisher of The Perpetual You magazine


“Above the Star is one weird and wild ride full of memorable characters created by an imaginative writer. A mesmerizing and other-worldly read that kept me off-balance from beginning to end. Think of Star Wars, The Lord of The Rings and Homer’s Odyssey all wrapped up together in a gift box called Above the Star. A spellbinding tale of a hero’s quest to save his daughter from the clutches of illness and evil.”


—Raymond Gariepy, editor of WestWord magazine


“Chute’s debut fantasy novel takes you on an exhilarating trip to an enchanting, dangerous world where adventure, discovery, and the cure to a young girl’s illness awaits … Above the Star is the enticing first installment to The 8th Island Trilogy fantasy series.”


—Naomi Maharaj, Masters of Library Information Studies


Above the Star is a creative tour de force from the wildly talented author/artist Alexis Marie Chute. Part adventure, part fantasy, part family saga, part quest, the novel leads its heroines and heroes—some human, some extra-human—into peril and redemption, love and loss, and terrors generated by both illness and magic until they finally emerge into a world where courage makes everything possible. The first in The 8th Island Trilogy, Above the Star ingenuously incorporates Chute’s own drawings as important clues that keep the tale racing forward. Her images help to create a strange new world so thoroughly real that when you put the book down—if you do—you won’t remember where you are.


—Pamela Petro, author of Sitting up with the Dead and the artist’s book AfterShadows


“Alexis Marie Chute’s vivid, descriptive passages transported me into a fantastic yet dangerous world. But this is more than an incredible voyage; this is a story about family—it raises the question: How far would a parent go to save the life of a child? You will cheer for Ella, as she transforms from helpless victim to savvy heroine, spurred to greatness by her strange new allies. This is a book that combines adventure, mysticism and also offers a worthy character study.”


—Steven Sandor, editor of Avenue Magazine


“In this endlessly inventive fantasy, Alexis Marie Chute handles a prismatic but utterly compelling plot with the skill of an expert storyteller, effortlessly blending the magical and the matter-of-fact. Chute’s imagination evokes a dazzling, sometimes scary, world—a world both enchanted and cursed—but her deepest strength may be her gift for creating indelible characters. The more we get to know the book’s three intrepid heroes, the more time we want to spend with them. Above the Star is a wild ride indeed, and we gratefully go along for the ride, not just for the adventures, but also for the company we keep.”


—Steven Cramer, author of Clangings and Goodbye to the Orchard


“Infused with the mysterious and the fantastical, Above the Star is both a page-turning story of a young girl’s coming-of-age and a gripping tale of a family’s journey through illness, grief, and healing. Chute is writer of psychological acuity whose language and images transport the reader into this fascinating world filled with heart. Above the Star will leave readers reluctant to leave this magical world and breathlessly awaiting more.”


—Laurie Foos, author of Ex Utero and The Blue Girl


“Above the Star is a fantastical fast-paced quest, anchored in the familial–in this case, a father’s desire to find his missing son and to care for his teenaged granddaughter. It is parental love to the extreme, beyond all bounds, even into the next dimension. Chute’s experience as an award-winning artist brings Above the Star to life with her visual storytelling, clearly crafting an entirely new world, and through the thought-provoking ink illustrations. Above the Star shows readers that there is a power within all of us to change the world, right where we are.”


—Jessica Kluthe, author of Rosina, The Midwife


“Above the Star is an adrenaline-charged ride that grips you tight! Just when you think you know what’s coming next, you’re hit with a new twist! With relatable characters (some that are out of this world), expressive description, and an attention-grabbing premise, book one of The 8th Island Trilogy leaves you breathless in anticipation of what’s to come in the next installment.”


—Adrianne Baker, Librarian


“Get ready to be lost and then found in a world of intrigue, suspense, and love. Time will stand still as you travel through dimensions to the far-off land of Jarr-Wya and engage in a battle between good and evil. You may just discover Naiu inside of yourself as you fight alongside the heroes of Above the Star to find a cure and a way back home.”


—Donloree Hoffman, author of If I Die, Please Bring Cheesecake to My Funeral


“Fasten your seat belts and break out the life preservers. Above the Star, the first book in Alexis Marie Chute’s The 8th Island Trilogy sucks the reader, as well as a cruise ship, through a dimensional portal into a world filled with compulsive stony beings, fiery philosophers, and deliciously dangerous and horrifyingly sentient crushed shell people. Propelled by a grandfather’s determination to save the life of his dying teenaged granddaughter, Chute’s exquisite prose powers a rollicking roller coaster of a tale filled with the kinds of twists and turns that will leave even the most stalwart of armchair adventurers breathless.”


—Mindy Tarquini, award-winning author of The Infinite Now and Hindsight


“In Above the Star, a regular family with heartbreaking problems enters a world of epic adventures and the possibility of extraordinary solutions. Alexis Marie Chute manages to tell a fantastical tale that is also deeply human.”


—Todd Babiak, author of Son of France


“Above the Star is a debut fantasy novel by Canadian author-artist Alexis Marie Chute. Like Alexis Marie herself, this novel has unexpected corners and charmingly quirky characters. This piece would be just another adventure-fantasy, were it not for the main character of Ella, a 14-year-old girl who doesn’t speak. Ella is seriously ill and deteriorating, and the novel’s quest is for her family (grumpy grandpa Archie, strong-willed mother Tessa) to find her a cure by whatever means possible. Including a journey to a planet-world that no-one has ever heard of in company with Zeno, a yellow-eyed mystic who sports stones on his face, and various other strange beings who inhabit the world of Jarr-Wya. This imaginative tour-de-force is outstanding for the sensitive treatment given to Ella, who despite her illness shines quietly as an emerging character. Highly recommended for Middle Grade and their parents.”


—Cynthia Sally Haggard, author of Thwarted Queen and Farewell My Life


An amazing novel that easily transports you to another world. Filled with excitement and adventure, Above the Star is a must read!


—Maya Breen, grade 11 student


Centered around a magical underworld in the sea off the west coast of Africa, Above the Star is a lively tale of hope, loss, and love written with layers of visual detail to draw a reader in to Jarr-Wya where sand, fire, glass and water take on political dimensions as the Wellsley family seeks a cure for their 14-year-old daughter Ella’s terminal illness. Naiu, the life force of the world of Jarr-Wya, combines with desire to permit earthlings and Jarr-Wya natives to cross over between realms using a magic tool, the Tillastrion. The intermingling of mythology and imagination fuel this exploration of good, evil, and the unintended consequences of risky choices. Fast-paced and engaging, Above the Star will fascinate readers.


—Casandra Goldwater, word-and-image photographer, writer and professor




Above the Star




[image: Images]




Copyright © 2018 Alexis Marie Chute


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,
A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC
Tempe, Arizona, USA, 85281
www.gosparkpress.com


Published 2018


Printed in the United States of America


ISBN: 978-1-943006-56-4 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-943006-57-1 (e-bk)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2018931875


Illustrations by Alexis Marie Chute
Book design by Stacey Aaronson


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.




[image: Images]


[image: Images]




Dedication


For Aaron, Hannah, Zachary, Eden, and Luca.
My inspirations and fellow adventurers.




Chapter 1


The Atlantic Odyssey awaits its passengers at the mainland of the Spanish harbor, sitting stoic and stable in the water like the architecture that grows out of the sea along the coastline. “It’ll be okay,” Tessa says to herself, shading her pale-green eyes against the ship’s reflection of the smoldering Barcelona sun. “The cruise ship isn’t even rocking.” The breeze threatens to billow upward Tessa’s turquoise, gingham-checkered circle skirt that she grips tightly to her legs. She swallows hard and plants her feet wide on the dock, attempting to calm the motion sickness already curling in her stomach at the sight of the unsettled water, which cracks indignantly against the weathered wood of the harbor’s jetties and splashes up the side of the ship. Its foam reaches for the portholes. The distant horizon is shadowed with a faint though expanding darkness.


Fourteen-year-old Ella stands beside her mother, her drawing-journal and artist pens clutched in one hand and her school library’s stained copy of an anatomy guide for illustrators in the other. Ella pays no attention to the weather—in her colorful leggings and oversized black t-shirt—but for the wind’s bending and crinkling the pages she studies. She snaps the book shut and taps Tessa’s bare arm, her mother’s goosebumped skin exposed in her fitted white tank top tucked into the high waist of her skirt. “What is it, Ell?” Tessa smiles and gathers Ella’s long, honey-blond bangs behind her ears, but it’s no use. The wind, gentle at dawn, is now tipping over the wide-brimmed hats of the tourists studying their cruise itineraries and maps, and braiding the hair of women shifting their weight from one sandaled foot to the other, impatient to board.


“Exciting, isn’t it?” Tessa adds.


Ella swings her backpack around her shoulder to her chest and tucks away her book and drawing tools, then begins to gesture with her hands, signing a word from American Sign Language. Her palm faces her forehead, her fingers fanned, and in a downward swooping gesture, ending at her chin, she closes her fingers to her thumb, also shutting her eyes. She repeats this several times. Her midnight-blue-painted nails complement her icy-colored eyes that quickly flick open to ensure her message is received.


Tessa recognizes the sign and answers, “Sleeping.”


Ella nods, then points first to herself, then to Tessa, and finally to an old man sitting on a splintered wooden bench a few paces away. His weathered face and drooping nose are nearly wedged between the pages of a scuffed leather book that he reads intently, protectively, his shoulders hunched in his khaki coat to block the view.


Ella finishes her thought by raising her index finger and pivoting her hand side to side, signing the word where. She scrunches her eyebrows together, the language’s method for communicating a question.


“Sleep. You. Me. Grandpa …” Tessa says, piecing together her daughter’s question. Ella had not spoken in six months, ever since a seizure had spasmed through her petite body. It confirmed the worst: Ella’s brain tumor had grown.


Tessa brightens with understanding. “Where will we sleep on the cruise? Well, you and I are going to share a cabin. It’ll be like a long sleepover. That’ll give us plenty of girl time. Grandpa Archie will have his own cabin.” Tessa looks over at her father-in-law. Her smile slowly fades.
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ARCHIE moved in with Tessa and her husband—the ever-optimistic, studiously handsome Arden—when Ella was seven years old. Arden had worried about his father’s wellbeing after his mom died. “It won’t be permanent; just a few months while Dad finds a smaller place and adjusts. I’ll make sure he behaves,” Arden promised.


Not even a week had passed before Archie’s wool socks were tucked into every crevice of the couch and his stained mouthguard lay forgotten in his cup of Earl Grey after breakfast. The walls of their boxy 1960s Seattle bungalow were not thick enough to muffle Archie’s lionlike snores, which woke Ella and sent her from her princess bed to snuggle under the covers with Tessa and Arden. Ella was a wiggler. She would root herself in the center of the bed between her parents and for half an hour rest still before rotating her legs and eventually her torso ever so slightly, like the long and short arms of a clock marking the passage of time.


It was a sleepless spell for all but Archie, who shuffled out of his room every morning stretching, scratching, yawning, and grinning, while offering a “Good mornin’, everybody!” on a gust of rank breath.


One week turned into two, two months turned into three, and the years began to multiply. Arden did his best to tidy up after his father and ensure Archie’s robe was fastened after his morning bathroom ritual with the Seattle Times.


“He’s forgetful, that’s all,” Arden would say, pushing his chunky frames up his nose and brushing aside his dark hair from his forehead, his endearing nervous habits.


“How did your mom put up with this?” Tessa complained.


“I’ll talk to Dad.” But Arden never did, for that was the time Ella’s headaches and vomiting began. MRI and CT scans confirmed the presence of the tumor, which was greedily expanding in Ella’s ten-year-old brain and spinal cord. It coiled itself at the base of her skull, so horribly entwined that not even the most skilled pediatric surgeon could extract it.


The radiation oncologist began external beam therapy to shrink the tumor, but Ella did not understand. The medical team strapped her small body to a chair, so she couldn’t fidget. Her feet dangled an inch above the floor and her chin rested on a plastic oval ledge swung over on a metal arm. The machine that delivered the high-energy x-ray was aimed at the soft, flush-pink skin of Ella’s neck. Tessa could only watch from an attached room where her tears dampened her long blond hair as she pressed her forehead and hands against a pane of glass, her breath fogging the view of her screaming, terrified child.


Years passed.


Arden would come home from Seattle University, where he worked as a historian and professor of ancient Egyptian dynasties, only to find Archie pacing on the front steps. “We’ve got to do something, son. I don’t know what, but we need a miracle.” Archie clutched Arden’s shoulders so tightly that his fingertips turned white, until Arden shrugged hard out of his father’s grip. Archie and Ella, his only grandchild, had developed a playful and protective bond in the five years of sharing a hall bathroom and a host of inside jokes.


Father and son would stand without words on the front steps for what seemed like hours. Arden removed his glasses and ran his fingers along his eyelashes, brooding silently. Archie wrung his handkerchief between his deeply creased palms until its fibers frayed and fell to the ground. The younger of the two men would cross the threshold first, only to find a pale Ella asleep on Tessa’s lap where they sat on the dated kitchen tiles, with whatever dinner his wife was cooking burning in the pot. The whole house reeked of vomit and charred food. Tessa simply looked up at Arden with hollow eyes.
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A chipper young woman in a white skirt and blue blazer, with a gold crest embroidered on its breast, switches on a portable microphone and speaker. It shrieks loudly. “Welcome to Constellations Cruise Line!” she begins, attaching the mic to a flimsy stand. “My name is Valarie and I am your cruise director. Our team is full of nautical knowledge—and insider tips on the local landscape and culture—so don’t be a stranger! We will board in a moment—please excuse this brief delay—but while we wait, it is my immense pleasure to introduce Captain Nathanial Billows, who will be guiding us through Spain’s Canary Islands on this proud vessel, the Atlantic Odyssey.” Valarie gestures to the tall, broad-shouldered man beside her—in his early forties Tessa guesses, maybe only five years older than herself—before clapping ardently, cuing the crowd on the waiting platform.


The captain approaches the microphone. He is dressed in the classic brilliant white seaman’s suit, its ornamental black epaulets decorated with gold lines and the executive curl of the captain’s insignia. “Thank you all, and thank you, Valarie,” he says as he scans the passengers with a confident gaze, bowing his head ever so slightly, his free hand holding the black brim of his stiff white hat up to his chest. “Valarie is our cruise director and leader of guest services. She is more than happy to assist you while on our voyage, both day” —he smiles cheekily at Valarie—“and night.” Valarie blushes and toys with a strand of her shoulder-length brown hair. Her pale face flushes with color. She smooths the front of her blazer.


“Please, call me Captain Nate,” he continues as he swings his hat back onto his ash-blond crew cut and rubs his palms together. “You folks are in for a scenic treat! For the next eleven days, we will explore the seven main volcanic Canary Islands. One legend says the islands are the mountaintops of sunken Atlantis. Another tells the tale of a mythical being who kidnapped the sun and hid it inside one of the volcanoes. Still, another myth speaks of an eighth island.” Captain Nate’s voice slips into a whisper, and he widens his brown eyes and spreads his hands wide. “Only the setting sun will reveal the location of the mystery island—but don’t blink, or it will vanish as quickly as it appeared!”


With the captain’s words, a low screech slips out of Ella’s mouth as she tries to laugh or speak—Tessa does not know which—as the tumor tears through the normal sound like a deeply scratched record. The curiosity on Ella’s face morphs to embarrassment, and she drops her sunglasses from the top of her head to her nose, hiding her eyes behind their reflective lenses, and she crosses her arms. Tessa puts a comforting arm around her daughter while glaring at the passengers that turn with disgusted expressions to see where the noise originated.


Valarie, back at the microphone, announces, “Our first stop: the port at Arrecife on the island of Lanzarote.” Her two-way radio chirps in her hand and she listens. “Wonderful news, folks! We are ready! Welcome aboard!”




Chapter 2


Tessa, Ella, and Archie ride the elevator in silence. After the safety briefing on the promenade deck and a tour of the life preservers and rafts on the quarterdeck, where sunbeams streaked in long lines between the cracks of angry clouds, the passengers had been released to find their cabins on one of the eight expansive levels. From deep within the ship, they can hear the Atlantic Odyssey’s horn blast. The engines growl as the vessel leaves the dock to shrink from view behind them.


Ella looks up at her grandpa, fumbling through an awkward gesture.


“What is it, sweetie? Hmm.” Archie watches Ella intently as she repeats the motions in a loop, pleading for understanding with her eyes. Archie’s white eyebrows are raised, deepening the creases on his forehead.


The family had begun sign language lessons months before, but while Archie’s arthritic fingers were near useless, Ella was merely resistant. Thus, beyond the fundamentals, the family had resorted to a frustrating game of charades to express more complex ideas and emotions.


“Hmm, Ell. I’m not sure.” The old man exhales deeply. “I’m sorry, sweetie.”


Tessa steps in closer. “I don’t know that sign, Ell,” she says and pulls out her ASL pocket dictionary. She is still flipping back and forth between pages when the elevator doors open. Ella gives up, her arms falling limp as she walks out into the hall.


Archie deposits his luggage in his cabin around the corner from Tessa and Ella’s room, then raps on their door. “You ladies decent?” he hollers.


Ella waves her grandpa in to the small cabin—number 251—which contains a queen bed, a wardrobe built into one wall, and a narrow bathroom. Ella shows him the continuous blind contour drawing of the Atlantic Odyssey she had made before boarding. “That’s great work, Ell. Hey, guess what I saw? A cabin with a tiny circular window,” Archie says, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “Those folks can look out to the sea.” Ella looks impressed. “Maybe next time, my sweet Ell.” Archie pulls Ella in close, ruffling her hair—which she quickly tidies back into place—though she releases a happy squeak, what Archie has recognized over the last months as his granddaughter’s giggle.


“Want to go up top?” he asks Ella, before swiveling to catch Tessa’s gaze as she hangs a creamy-white cotton dress in the wardrobe. “Can I take her up? For a look around, just Ella and me? You know, grandpa bonding time?”


“Is that what this trip is all about?” Tessa barks, searching Archie’s face for answers.


“What d’you mean?”


“I don’t have you figured out, Archie. Is it quality time you’re after? I have never seen you spend this kind of money. And out of the blue!”


“Always harking on me for being a penny pincher! I couldn’t afford a cabin with a window.”


“You know what I mean.”


As Tessa stares at Archie, she sees Arden’s face: her husband’s smile lines, exaggerated; and the curve of his cheeks and forehead, though the face before her is freckled with sunspots from Archie’s career as a roofer. The old man is bald on top, with a half-halo of coarse, silvery hair reaching from ear to ear. Archie’s features have their own quirks, distinct from Arden’s, but Tessa recognizes her husband’s eyes and even his build in Archie’s slouching frame. Tessa unconsciously shakes her head and a thin line deepens between her eyebrows at the thought of Arden Wellsley.


“All right, Tessa. You got me.” Archie raises his hands in the air. “I do have a motive for this trip. I want my granddaughter to be happy. Does that make me a bad guy?” He looks over at Ella, who shakes her head and pinches her pointer and middle fingers together with her thumb, signing the word no. “That’s my girl,” commends Archie with a chuckle.


A deep sigh escapes between Tessa’s teeth. She pushes the last two years of struggle as a single parent out of her mind. She had been distrusting of Archie since Arden’s abrupt disappearance, though her father-in-law had proved dependable, even on their toughest days. That is the one difference between Archie and Arden, Tessa reflects. Archie is still here.
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ARCHIE and Ella stroll along a hallway below the quarterdeck, passing expensive gift shops, a beauty salon, fitness center, and a grand entrance to the ballroom and theater at the base of a broad, maroon-carpeted circular staircase. A chandelier of crystal petals dangles above the stairs in a wide skylight, three floors above their heads. The daylight catches the curve of the petals, which cast rainbows in every direction. Ella touches each bend of color along their path. She curls her arm backward and pulls her phone from a side pocket of her backpack and posts a photo of the rainbows on Instagram.


The pair head up the staircase and Ella runs her hand along the rich oak railing. “Awwweeek—” Ella says, forgetting her vocal limitations. She drops her head and grits her teeth, though peers at her grandpa through the corners of her eyes. A few passengers pause on the stairs.


“It’s okay, sweetie. Don’t care what anybody thinks, you hear me? I know you’ve been having a rough go in junior high—but high school, and the real world, can be even rougher. You need to toughen up.”


Ella nods but her jaw remains locked. She clumsily signs her thought but her fingers trip over themselves. Her eyes swim behind instant tears and she looks away.


“This is our secret, Ell,” Archie whispers as he pulls a pen and creased receipt out of the pocket of his oversized pleated pants. “Now don’t get me in trouble and tell your mom about this. She’ll report me to the sign language teacher and get us both in heck. You’re on vacation, sweetie. Now tell Grandpa Archie what you want to say.”


Ella beams at her grandpa, tears still on her cheeks. She scans the stairs to ensure her mother is not within sight before taking the paper and pen. Ella developed an expansive vocabulary in the years she carted books to every doctor and radiation appointment. When she lost her ability to speak, in the peak of awkward adolescence, she retreated between the hardcovers in her school’s library.


Ella scribbles on the flimsy receipt: This place is lovely. Like a dream.


When they pass through the sliding glass doors into the dense salty air on the quarterdeck, the speed of the ship becomes apparent. Ella’s bangs are again swept from behind her ears and tickle her freckled nose. She and Archie explore, discovering a kidney bean-shaped pool carved out of the deck, surrounded by wooden patio chairs, their pristine white canvas slings blowing erratically in the swiftly traveling air.


“Look! There, Ell!” Archie points at the sea. “Is that a dolphin jumping? Or a whale?”


They jog to the railing, but startle at the loud thumping of many feet crossing the deck behind them, led by Valarie, the cruise director, who is calling out above the wind, “This way! Port side!” Archie and Ella find themselves at the most desired section of railing, surrounded by nearly forty eager men and women wearing vests with dozens of bulging pockets and cameras slung around their necks, their fingers poised on their release buttons. Shutters begin snapping open and closed with a whir like a swarm of insects.


Archie is undeterred, a trait he learned from years of working with tradesmen. He gently pushes back on the encroaching mob. When one zealous photographer wields a pudgy elbow while jockeying for a better view, Archie pipes up. “Come on, fella! Let the young lady see!” Ella ducks for the camera men and women, crouching low against the railing. A look of awe paints across her face as she watches the black shape emerge as smooth as a knife from the unsettled water, then flop back in on its side. An eruption of foamy spray blasts into the sky, glittering in the waning sunlight, before the great dark form slaps its tail in one final disturbance—and is gone.


“Many apologies,” says the round-bellied man when it’s clear the whale will not reappear. He smirks with self-importance, his words patronizing. Archie scowls. The breeze carries the pungent cologne unsuccessfully masking the man’s body odor into Archie’s nostrils, for a moment overpowering the dense, briny air.


“What is this anyway, a camera club?” Archie grumbles.


“Yes, that’s exactly right. We do a cruise this time every year,” the man bats his eyelashes proudly. “Our photographs are often featured in National Geographic.”


“Any of yours been printed in there?”


“Well, no.” The man looks annoyed.


“That’s all right, champ.” Archie pats the man square on the back. “If only old men and girls got out of the way, right? Then you’d get your shot.”


“Our whale is on the move, folks!” Valarie yells. “Starboard side!” And with that, the feet pound the deck again as the camera club stalks its subject. As quickly as they came, the group—and the fat man—are gone, leaving Archie and Ella alone once more.


“That was neat, huh, Ell? You did see the whale, didn’t you?” Ella nods without looking away from the water. Archie slowly crouches down beside her and follows Ella’s gaze toward the sharp horizon, where towering clouds and a deep blue-black shifting sky loom over the equally turbulent ocean.


“It might be a rough night,” says Archie, wiping a raindrop from his forehead. Ella holds up her index, middle, and ring fingers, spreads them, and touches the three to her chin, signing water. She brings her hands side by side, palms down, and rolls them forward, as if following the arches of angry waves.


“You know what, Ell?” Archie wets his lips. “Your dad is a good man. It may not seem like that, but it’s true.” Archie scratches the white stubble on his chin. “I got somethin’ to tell you, Ell, but you can’t tell your mom, all right? Another Grandpa Archie secret, okay?” He looks at Ella with a stern face and she nods.


“I think I know where your father is.” Archie pauses. “It’s not like my son to up and leave, especially when you’re having such a rough go with this … this tumor. Your mother is not very happy with Arden—Dad—right now, and that’s fine. I understand. These last two years have been one heartbreak after another, and I’m afraid I’m not the help I should be. But your dad is good, Ella. And I’m going to find him. We Wellsley men may seem like loons most days, but we know more than we let on. Your old Grandpa Archibald Wellsley is going to make things right.”


Ella leans in and hugs her grandfather around the waist and Archie bends his back to share the embrace. The ship hits a wave and the two tumble over, onto the deck. They laugh; Archie’s voice deep and gruff, Ella’s a squawk.


Archie rolls to his knees to stand, but his expression suddenly darkens. He pats the front of his trousers and tunnels his hands deep into his pockets. Standing upright, he pivots, his eyes dilated, his breath held, his neck jerking to and fro. “The notebook! Where’s the notebook?” he moans.


Ella, who pulls herself up beside Archie, looks for the brown leather book she had seen her grandfather reading at the harbor. She spots it and points. Archie follows her finger and spies the book a few paces away, the cover freckled with rain. As Archie lunges forward, a camera club member steps into his path, once more tracking a mammal beyond the railing. The thunder of footsteps fills Archie’s ears, but he continues forward. He shoves men and women out of his way, his eyes locked on the book. His tan coat flaps and snaps in the gritty breeze, its metal zipper slapping painfully against his abdomen. One word escapes his lungs, drawn out and desperate: “No!” But it is too late. The toe of the fat cameraman connects with the notebook and punts it overboard to be gobbled up by the sea.




Chapter 3


“You all right, Tess?” Archie asks but Tessa does not answer. Instead, she throws-up her breakfast over the bow of the ship, which affords the trio extra shoulder space as the encroaching passengers quickly back-step.


Captain Nathanial Billows appears beside them and passes Tessa a small pill bottle. “Oh, Nate,” Tessa chirps, covering her mouth to shield her breath. “I didn’t see you coming.”


“I could have heard your heaving a mile away,” the captain chuckles. “I hope these’ll help. They’re the best motion sickness medication I’ve come across.”


“Wow, thank you. That’s so thoughtful of you,” says Tessa. Archie elbows his daughter-in-law. “Oh, sorry. Nate, this is my daughter Ella. She’s in grade nine. And this is Archie. My father-in-law.”


“Pleased to meet you, Captain,” Archie says as he shoots forward his hand. Nate shakes it firmly.


“The pleasure’s mine. Well, I’d better be off. Someone needs to steer this beast into the marina. You all have a great day. This is one of my favorite places on earth. I’m sure you’ll understand why very soon.” Nate touches Tessa’s arm, lingers, smiles at her, then turns toward the captain’s bridge. At that moment, Valarie, the cruise director, passes them on the deck.


Valarie’s shoulder connects squarely with Tessa’s. Without stopping, Valarie apologizes with only a slight turn of her head. “Slippery deck this morning. We all best watch our step.”


“What was that about?” Archie huffs.


“I don’t know, it seemed a bit mean spirited,” Tessa answers, rubbing her shoulder.


“No, Tess, not the cruise director. The captain. Do you know each other?”


“Nah, not really. We chatted, that’s all.”


“Uh huh. Does he know about Arden?”


“Yes, Archibald. He does. God, Archie! Can’t you give me two seconds to be happy? You are obsessed with Arden. I get it. He’s your long-lost, only child. But he’s gone. He left us. Do you see me going out, Archie? Do you see me having friends or going on dates? No. So, can you give me some space? To figure this all out? Don’t I deserve a little bit of happiness?”


“Thank you.”


“What?”


“Thank you, Tess. I don’t think I say it enough.”


“I appreciate that, Archie.” Tessa pauses, takes a deep breath. She turns to Ella. “I’m sorry, Ell,” Tessa begins. “For everything. I know this is hardest of all on you—for so many reasons.” Ella makes no sound and does not raise her hands to sign in reply. The three, each defeated in their own way, turn back to stare at the sea without saying another word.


The air is like hot breath exhaled off the unseen coast of Morocco as their voyage traces parallel to the western coast of Africa. All passengers grow quiet under its spell, inhaling its rich, earthy scent. Archie, Tessa, and Ella watch the straight edge of the horizon as their destination grows from a speck, taking on form, almost as if the myth of the eighth island were manifesting before them.


Marina Lanzarote—and the island’s capitol, Arrecife—would be a colorful, vibrant sight with its red and orange roofs and palm trees, but for the storm that continues to stir and charge the atmosphere overhead. The family of three lean against the railing as the Atlantic Odyssey approaches the port, the hub of the fishing city, flanked on either side by rock reefs beneath electric-blue water. The shadows of the low clouds darken the whitewashed buildings with their cobalt-colored doors; the reds and golds of the sailboats rocking helplessly; the quaint patio cafés; and the Gran Hotel Arrecife at the lip of the island, southwest of the harbor.


“Give it a rest!” Archie grumbles as a camera clicks near his ear. He swats it away like a fly.


“Are you sure you need that big bag, Archie?” Tessa asks. “It’ll be a pain to carry around the park.”


“I’m stronger than I look, Tess. Maybe Ell will find an exotic rock for her collection at the Biosphere Reserve—or some other treasure.”


“The bag’s already full.”


“Nah, just old person stuff. You can’t be too prepared—no, Ella, don’t!” Ella wriggles her hand into the opening where the zipper is not fully fastened. She pulls out the object that had caught her eye: a worn royal blue notebook, similar to the one lost the day they embarked. Archie snatches the blue book from her hands and shoves it back in the bag.


“What’ve you got there?” Tessa takes a step toward Archie. “I’ve seen that notebook before. Where’d you get it?” Tessa’s hand shoots into the bag as Archie struggles with the zipper. Her fingers stroke the smooth cover of the notebook she retrieves, her breath growing thick in her throat. “Arden …”


“I found it in the attic,” Archie admits, reaching for the notebook, but Tessa steps away, bumping into another passenger, as she folds open the pages. The spine is soft, and it flops to an entry near the back cover. “Please, Tessa,” Archie begs.


She glances at the bag. “How many books have you got in there?”


“All of them.”


Her wide eyes meet his. “All of them?”


“All but one.” Archie briefly catches Ella’s gaze.


“‘Once on the island, the Tillastrion is within reach,’” Tessa reads. “‘The portal-maker is there, in our time and realm …’”


“Tessa—”


“What is this? Was Arden writing a story?” Tessa shakes her head, her brow scrunched. “Why does he have notes on the Canary Islands? And magic?”


Archie steps aside as passengers line up to disembark. He fidgets with the bag, though watches for a moment when he can pluck the notebook from his daughter-in-law’s grasp. “I’m not going to lie to you, Tessa. It’s complicated.”


Tessa snaps the book shut and fishes Ella’s phone from the side pocket of her daughter’s backpack. She plugs in her ear-buds and passes them to Ella. “You’ve been really patient. Here.” Ella is engrossed in her device as the three join the line. Tessa slams the journal against Archie’s chest, leaning in so close that her nose is almost touching his.


“Is he here?” Tessa breathes, her jaw clenched tight. “Is Arden here?”


“I don’t know …” Archie fumbles. “No. I don’t think so.”


“Then why are we in the Canary Islands? Tell me the truth or I will fly Ella and me home this minute! And you, Archibald, will be relocated to the Seattle Seniors’ Center!”


“Fine, Tess.” Archie throws his hands up in surrender as they continue to shuffle along with the line, their feet now treading on the marina platform. Shoulders slouched, he confesses, “I found Arden’s notebooks and wanted to come here—for all of us to come here—to feel closer to him somehow. He was studying this place. Who knows why. And I … I miss him.”


The fierce edge fades from Tessa’s expression. “I get that,” she says finally. “But please, please don’t let Ella see those notebooks. I don’t want her to be reminded of him. I don’t want to be reminded of him.”


“I understand.”


“And you be careful, too. I don’t know why Arden did what he did—and I’ll never forgive him—but we need you, Archie. Ella needs you. I can only guess that whatever is in those notebooks is trouble.”


Archie is about to speak, but the cruise director’s high-pitched voice interrupts him. “Ready to explore the Biosphere Reserve at Timanfaya National Park?” she says. Valarie smiles with her lips but not with her eyes. Her enthusiasm is thick, insincere. Archie and Tessa realize they have reached the front of the line.


“Let’s go and have a nice day, okay, Archie?” says Tessa. “I really don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She gently taps Ella and signals for her to remove her earbuds, then helps Ella up the steep first step onto the bus.


Archie shifts on the spot. “You know what, gang? I’m a little tired.”


“You’re not coming?” Tessa asks. “Why, Archie? What are you up to now?”


“Cool it, Tess! I’m beat from these last few days at sea. You’re right, I shouldn’t have brought this bag. It’s too much. I’m going to have a coffee at that café over there.” Archie points. “Read the paper. If it’s in English, that is. Don’t worry about me. And I promise, I won’t get into trouble.”


“I don’t know …” Tessa bites her lip, but takes another step onto the bus, looking over her shoulder for Ella, who has already claimed a seat, though not at a window. The camera club members have swiftly slid into all the best spots. “I really think we should stay together.”


“A day watching the boats is just what I need. Go! Enjoy yourself. I’m a stone’s throw to the Odyssey.”


Valarie taps her foot firmly though her painted smile does not waiver. “Are we about ready, folks? Tick, tock.”


“Ready,” Tessa says. She climbs on and squishes in beside Ella.


Archie waves as the ancient motor vehicle takes a wide turn before groaning into gear and chugging away. He strolls toward the café.


Once the black exhaust dissipates and the bus has tipped out of sight, Archie straightens his back, his weary gait transformed into a deliberate hustle. He digs into his bag, retrieves the blue book, flips to a dog-eared page, and traces the handwriting with his finger. He steps out onto the curb beside the road and hails a cab.


“To the artisan market! Mercado Artesanal in the plaza of Haria. Here is your tip. Now, drive fast, man!”




Chapter 4


Archie studies the notebook intently, bracing himself with one arm as the cab races around pedestrians milling in the streets. A small pen drawing illustrates the appearance of Archie’s destination: a shop called Treasures pinched between two larger storefronts. The sketch shows a flat-roofed structure with a distinctive, broad crack beginning at the foundation, splitting the façade. The wooden sign is cut in the shape of an island with a steep volcanic mountain at its center.


“Do you know this place?” Archie asks the driver, holding the book out toward him. The driver glances at it, frowns, and shrugs.


Archie heaves himself out of the cab at the mouth of the artisan market, which clogs the narrow street with stalls capped in weathered green canopies that swell in the wind. The local vendors anchor their wares with fat stones and tarps over their produce, as tourists hold tight to their hats. A light rain begins to fall. Archie tucks the notebook inside his bag and turns up the collar of his jacket. A scooter toots its horn at him as he stands in the middle of the road, feeling immediately frail and helpless.


“Dear god, how am I to find it?” Archie wheezes. As the words pass through his lips, the sprinkling rain turns torrential and pounds down on the square-cobbled street, splashing up to Archie’s knees. The old man shivers and shelters his bag as he watches the vendors parcel their jewelry, hand-sewn purses, and woven hats, tossing their tubs and boxes into the backs of cars that wait, already running. Dark-haired boys in sneakers and tank tops, younger than Ella, disassemble stands and crank the handles of shop awnings as tourists seek shelter within their doorways.


Archie begins a slow, wet march up the now vacant roadway. His bones quiver in the damp breeze, his hair is blown ragged and water trickles down his neck. “Nope, that’s not the one,” he says to himself, studying the buildings along his route. “I know you’re out there, Arden,” Archie tells the rain. “I will find you, my boy.”


Water droplets catch in Archie’s bushy eyebrows—once the same shade as Arden’s: deep chestnut brown, Archie recalls. Arden had always been a kind and thoughtful boy. “You only came home with a black eye and bloody lip for stickin’ up for some other kid,” Archie remembers aloud. “And you always wanted me to get out of my recliner and have adventures with you. To travel to the places you read about in your history textbooks. Well, looks like you’ve got your wish,” he mutters as he nears a bend in the road.


“Now, wait. What do we have here?” Arden’s drawing stands before Archie in three dimensions, from the low flat roof to the crack, now a gaping fissure where two scraggly cats find refuge from the storm. “Treasures! By golly! It’s real!” Heat surges through Archie’s fingers and toes. The shop sign is faded and splintering, but unmistakable.


Archie ducks beneath the low doorframe and enters the dimly lit shop. Haphazardly placed lamps send out flickering light that illuminates the curling smoke of multiple sticks of earthy-smelling incense. Beneath the perfumed air is another, distinct smell that abruptly halts Archie mid-step. “That fragrance … what is it?” he wonders, lost for a moment in half-thought, half-memory. “Fresh and wispy, warm, floral, spicy even—I can almost taste it …” but before Archie can place the smell, a strange voice breaks through his trance.


“Is there something you are looking for?” the voice asks innocently enough, yet with a resentful inflection.


Archie’s eyes, which he hadn’t realized he’d closed, snap open and he is back in the immediacy of his body, weighed down by damp clothes.


“I recognize you,” the voice continues.


“Wh—where are you?” Archie stutters, peering around at the aged cabinets and dusty displays. “I’m looking for something, yes, something I believe you may sell.” Archie weaves his way toward the back of the shop, where a child sits on a stool. He wears a camo-patterned fishing hat and rests his chin against his Adams apple.


“Your son was here.” The sound comes from the boy, but it is an old voice, raspy and curt.


Archie’s chest tightens. Arden! he screams in his head and nearly bursts out smiling, but his thudding heart suddenly pierces him with fear. If everything I have read is true, then that is not a boy sitting there. Archie slowly considers his words before speaking. “You remember my son?”


“How could I forget?” the boy taps the glass counter he sits behind with a long, pointy silver-white nail. The counter is lit from within, displaying oxidized metal jewelry. It highlights the boy from his collarbone to his nose, revealing sickly gray skin, but still the boy’s eyes are downcast and in shadow. His black lips move, as if replaying a long-rehearsed conversation of which he is loath to speak. As the moments pass, the boy taps the glass harder and harder.


“Your son came looking for something. I assume it is the same something that you are after,” the boy hisses, finally, after a tiny crack appears in the glass countertop.


Archie nods. “Yes, the Tillastrion,” he pronounces slowly, his trembling voice a pitch higher than normal. The word is etched in his mind. Finding the Tillastrion has been Archie’s mission, his sole preoccupation since he found Arden’s notebooks thrown roughly into a box and stuffed between the rafters in the attic.


Archie did not blame Tessa for purging their home of all reminders of Arden. His departure from their lives was sudden and jarring. Even Archie had silently questioned his son, wondering why he would give up on his family like a coward. It took Archie months of reading to discover where Arden’s notes had taken him. Now, Archie stands where his son last ventured. This shop was the final clue. Archie’s heart flutters at the thought of reuniting his family, though he masks the feeling with a throaty cough.


“Do you have it?” Archie asks when the boy does not respond. “The Tillastrion? Do you have one I can buy?”


“I may, or I may not,” says the boy. “First, do you know the purpose of the device?”


“I do, or I believe I do,” Archie hedges. “But you may not believe me if I tell you.”


“Oh, I would believe you. Yes. And it is your lucky day,” the boy snaps, jumping from his stool and wrenching off his hat. The light from beneath the cracked glass casts light on the boy’s face, though he is not a boy at all. The grey skin on the creature’s face and bald head are split open with white protrusions. His eyes are immediately blinding like the sun, glaring in the dim shop. Archie stumbles backward. “I am Zeno, the maker of the Tillastrion.”


Archie had prepared himself for this moment, knowing that who he would meet would be beyond the realm of anything he had ever known—anything of this world. Yet, the presence of Zeno is far more terrifying than Archie anticipated from reading Arden’s research. The old man immediately brings up bile in his mouth. He sucks it down and swallows hard, biting his fist to abate the nausea. Archie wobbles on his feet. The sickly taste rises again and he chokes on it. Vomit drips from his bottom lip but he does not wipe it away. All of a sudden, Archie’s vision turns blank, seeing grey-black as if he stood up too quickly, and all that he can think of is to escape from the constricting walls of Treasures, sprint to the Odyssey as fast as his tired legs will carry him, and sail to the other side of the world from Lanzarote.


Unsure of the creature’s malice—and winded by the shock and terror that claw at his sanity—Archie backs up on wobbling legs, his trembling hands feeling for obstructions at his sides. Still, his hip connects with the corner of a table. A blown-glass vase tumbles to the floor and shatters. The sound is so startling in the presence of Zeno that Archie covers his ears. His lungs burn for air. Archie’s mind swirls with delusions from which he cannot tell what is real and what he has conjured, as if he actually has gone mad with dementia as Tessa frequently asks him when he forgets to shut off the gas stove or misplaces his wallet at the petrol station. Archie turns to run.


The creature does not flinch at the crash or at the old man’s retreat, but continues speaking. “I have made the Tillastrion once before, but it was stolen from me.”


“Arden,” Archie says, pausing before crossing through the doorway back out into the rain. He whispers to himself, “Archibald, be brave. You’re so close. Everything Arden wrote was true. You can find him. Don’t give up!” Archie slowly turns back to face the creature. There, dripping rain on the wood floor of the fragrant shop, surrounded by treasures of magnificent color and mysterious origin, Archie feels his son’s presence, like a shadow at his feet. “I will find Arden. I will find Arden,” he whispers to himself before speaking up.


“I’m sorry for what my son may have done. But, but is there—by any chance—another Tillastrion here? Could I … could I pay for them both?” Archie fumbles over his words as he projects his voice to the back of the shop, which is dark but for the glowing case and even brighter yellow eyes, like two floating suns.


The creature chuckles. “It is not as simple as that. What is your name?”


“Archibald Wellsley.”


“As I have already told you: I am Zeno. You would do well to show me respect, as I am the bearer of Naiu in this pitiful dimension, and heir to the kingship of the Bangols. As for your questions, Archibald: the price …”


“Please, I am a man of little means. I spent near all my savings to bring my family here …”


“Your family?” Zeno repeats, his eyes bulging. “The child? I must know. Do they travel with us?”


Archie realizes he has said too much. “Oh, they’re not here; not with me, exactly.” He backtracks. “They’re on the continent. Not on the islands. I’ll go to them after I use the Tillastrion, you see. They are waiting for me—in hiding. But, but of the child, who exactly do you mean?”


Zeno appraises Archie with narrowed eyes, reading the truthfulness of the old man’s words. “Your son spoke of a girl, but pay no mind to my question. If she is not here, she is of no concern to me,” Zeno replies slowly. “Now, we must proceed in the manner I see fit. First, tell me what you know of the Tillastrion. I must ensure you are not a fool—or a thief.”


“I only know what I have read,” Archie begins. “The Tillastrion is a portal-jumper, from one world to another.”


“Close,” Zeno replies, “but not quite. It only transports from this wretched place to my world. To Jarr, to the island of Jarr-Wya. That is all.”


“Jarr-Wya?” Archie gulps.


“Are you afraid, Archibald Wellsley?” A hungry smile spreads across Zeno’s pointed face.


“Yes. I am scared,” Archie admits.


“Good.” Zeno looks thoroughly pleased and climbs back on his stool. “Don’t you want to know what happened to your son?” he asks.


“He went to your world.”


“Again, so close,” Zeno nearly sings. “Arden came here looking for the Tillastrion, just like you. But he was greedy and untrusting. He stole from me. He agreed to my terms and then broke his word.”


“What are your terms?”


“All I ask is that you bring me with you. I have unfinished business on Jarr-Wya.”


“Why wouldn’t you use the Tillastrion yourself? To go back anytime?” probes Archie.


“It doesn’t work that way,” Zeno snaps. “Maybe you are a fool! I am from there, thus I can make it, but I cannot use it myself, you see. Someone from here must help me operate the device. Our two worlds are connected, Archibald. Mine is of course superior, yours the derivative with no magic. If one wishes to transport from Jarr to earth, a person from earth must build the Tillastrion and operate it with a Jarrwian traveling companion. And vice versa. To travel from earth to Jarr, someone from Jarr must build the device and operate it with an earthling companion. Do you see? There must always be two.”


“Then how did Arden use it?”


“He didn’t.”


“I’m confused.”


“Arden tried, you are right. But he changed his mind about keeping his word. He soon discovered that I am much more powerful than I may appear.”


“What did you do to him?” Archie chokes out, running to the counter and smashing his fists upon it. The crack spreads.


Zeno smiles and leans in closer to Archie. “It’s not what I did to him. It’s what he did to himself. He lied to me, tried to jump portals, to my dimension, without my company and thus the curse of the Tillastrion transported him to ageless, immortal, torturous black; the space between worlds from which no one can return.”


Archie gasps and his eyes fill with tears. He covers his mouth and falls to his knees, on top of the broken vase, but there is no physical pain like the stabbing ache of finality Archie knows in his heart. He can no longer hear or see—or chooses not to. Lost in sorrow, Archie struggles to regain his breath. His blood seems to fill and pulse in his head, drowning out his ability to think.


Suddenly, Zeno’s voice is in Archie’s ear, so close that the Bangol’s stench, like decaying flowers, fills Archie’s nose and the coarse hairs on the old man’s skin stand erect. “Your son was right, Archibald. About my world. About Jarr-Wya. He was right, you know.”


“What do you mean?”


“There is a cure for the child, your granddaughter. What was her name again?” Zeno pauses. “Ella.”


Archie’s damp clothing clings to his skin and feels suddenly suffocating. He searches his mind, straining to remember if he mentioned Ella to the creature, or if, in all of Arden’s notes, he had read something about a cure in this parallel world that Zeno speaks of. So many of the notes are cryptic and scrawled in Arden’s messy penmanship. Archie reminds himself to look later. If I have a later.
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