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For my Oraculi, Sabarah Sabin


A great civil rights leader


You were right, Sabarah


about everything


and I miss you
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THE MISSION


SUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2018 9:00 AM


AELISH STOOD IN the Great Rotunda of Peace before the Head Council of DAR. The Rotunda was as imposing as the first time she had entered it, so many years ago. The marble dome’s hand-carved, historical scenes depicting the legendary figures of DAR towered above her.


The Head Council was seated on the elevated U-shaped dais known as the Arc of Leadership. Aelish remained poised before them, a solitary figure with at least five thousand citizens of DAR in attendance. The citizens at her back observed the proceedings from marble benches in the multitude of tiered, curved rows under the monumental dome. Her brocade gown was partially obscured by her green velvet cape. Her long red hair was secured by her signature fishtail braid and hung down the back of her cape.


“Congratulations on attaining the position of Oraculi,” said the Council Chair, with a bit of whimsy in her voice. She smiled toward the citizens upon hearing the appreciative low murmur of laughter echoing throughout the Chamber. It was rare for them to witness a living legend before the Head Council.


Aelish bowed her head and smiled at the Council Chair. She had the greatest respect for Melanthia, since first meeting her as a child—their bond now unbreakable.


The Council Chair continued in a more serious tone, “Have you been keeping a steady watch over the twelve-year-old Human female child named Isabela? The Council has observed she is in rapid decline both in attitude and motivation.”


“Yes, Council Chair. I can see that the obstacles confronting her are beginning to overwhelm her. I feel we have miscalculated the appropriate time for she and I to meet. With the Council’s permission, I feel it is in her best interests if I leave when the sun is directly overhead,” suggested Aelish.


“Hmm . . . do we all agree?” asked the Council Chair.


Seated in the center most powerful position on the dais, Melanthia looked left and right toward the other Council Members. The eight other females that comprised the Head Council of DAR nodded in unison.


“Very well, then. Do you fully understand the gravity of what we are attempting to achieve through your responsibilities as an Oraculi to a Human child?” asked Melanthia.


Aelish firmly nodded and continued to pay close attention to the Council Chair.


“We cannot afford to lose this young girl as she is presenting an extraordinary aptitude for science. You must nurture and imbue the child with the necessary confidence for her to succeed in this branch of knowledge. You must prevent her from becoming consumed by the severe obstacles in her life, which in turn could derail her from reaching her fullest potential. She also demonstrates deep compassion, an attribute we always cherish.


“Your supervision of the Environmental Commission and their most recent report, demonstrates that the Earth is nearing devolution. This has caused consternation for the Head Council. As an Oraculi, your primary responsibilities are to the Human child. But it is crucial you report to the Head Council any transformations you observe since your last trip to Earth. The Council must be prepared for the impending crisis. We need dedicated Human scientists that are not only highly educated, but are also emotionally capable of withstanding the repercussions of this turning point. We must never again be caught off-guard, as we were in the last millennium. Based on this report, we expect to be facing even greater devastation,” said the Council Chair.


“I understand the importance, Council Chair,” said Aelish. Aelish felt her stomach flutter with nerves and anticipation. But she was confident the unprecedented policy she was about to initiate would be successful.


“Excellent. The Head Council wishes you safe travels and the best of magic. Please let us know if there is anything you need while you are in the Human world. If you encounter any problems, we will of course send assistance,” concluded the Council Chair.


Aelish nodded, signaling her understanding that her audience with the Head Council was finished. Demonstrating the utmost of respect, she began walking backward. When she was the proper distance from the Council she turned around and faced the audience. She heard a groundswell of applause and made her way up the steep aisle to the exit. The Guards of the Rotunda opened both sets of enormously heavy wooden doors. She walked past them, outside, into the sunlight.


Once back home, Aelish packed her supplies and stuffed them into her flypack. She carefully retrieved the most important item from its place of safekeeping. The white linen pouch had yellowed over the years, but the item was still secure. She tucked it inside the bodice of her traveling gown, keeping it close to her heart.


She took a last look through her Earth Capsule Viewer. She watched Isabela’s father and brother gently lower her mother onto the hospital bed in their new home. Aelish deeply sighed, as tears streamed down her face. She wiped them away with the back of her hands and pushed the Viewer deep inside her flypack. Her mission was going to be very hard, indeed.
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SKIPPING CHURCH


SUNDAY, OCTOBER 7, 2018 9:00 AM


ISABELA WOKE UP and was momentarily disoriented. As reality replaced her dreams, she felt sad.


Will I ever get used to waking up in my new room in this new house? Oh, no . . . and tomorrow, a new school. This is never going to feel like home.


Abuela’s cooking seemed to refute her thoughts, as the familiar aroma of beef enchiladas enveloped her bedroom. Then she remembered why Abuela was cooking at eight in the morning—there was a festival at their new church today after mass.


Isabela was desperate to skip church today. She was not allowed to, unless she was very sick. With the exception of her mother, her family had attended mass for the first time at the new church last Sunday. Nothing about it felt remotely similar to the one she had left behind in the city where she was born.


She turned over onto her side and looked at the beautiful picture window in her room. It had plantation shutters, which were now closed, allowing only the smallest amount of light into the room. Her bedroom faced the backyard and had a view of the pool. She had always dreamed of having an in-ground pool, but somehow it did nothing to alleviate her sadness.


Her old room was definitely not as grand, but she missed it terribly. She closed her eyes and tried to remember L.A., but the sounds were different. Other than Abuela making noise in the kitchen, it was so quiet.


Her family had spent most of the last week in a hotel by the Nashville airport while they waited for the moving truck to arrive. Her father had been distressed because the physical accommodations had been very hard on her mother. For that reason alone, Isabela was relieved to finally be in their new house and out of that depressing hotel.


There were boxes everywhere, but at least the tall wardrobes with metal rods had been easy to find. They contained her hanging clothes, which had gone straight into her closet. Unfortunately, she had to search all over the house for the boxes that harbored the rest of her clothes that belonged in her dresser. She spent all day yesterday unpacking—carefully hanging up and refolding everything. Her clothes were wrinkled and smelled of cardboard, but if she held them up against her nose, they still smelled of home.


She couldn’t believe how fast Abuela had unpacked, washed, and put away all the kitchen items. There were so many boxes labeled KITCHEN that the movers had to stack them to the ceiling. But Abuela had finished it all in two days. She had even found time to go to the grocery store and last night she cooked the family’s first dinner in their new house. And now she was cooking trays of enchiladas for the church festival.


Isabela marveled at Abuela’s strength, energy, and focus. She knew she was going to get quite an earful about not wanting to go to church today. The priest had come by yesterday to bless their new house, but Isabela did not feel blessed. She knew she should be grateful for her family arriving safely after their cross-country move, but she just felt sad and exhausted. She could have stayed in bed the whole day.


She was repositioning her covers to try and sleep a little longer, when Abuela cheerfully burst into her room, “Buenos días, nieta, estás bien?”


“Sí, Abuela. Your cooking smells so good,” said Isabela, stretching.


Abuela opened the plantation shutters as Isabela hid under the covers from the light and the day to come. Abuela began looking for her under the covers. It was a game they had played since Isabela was very little.


“Dónde estás, Izzy?” laughed Abuela.


Isabela kept squirming and going deeper and deeper under the covers. She also began laughing, as she ran out of mattress and began falling onto the floor. She had played this silly game with Abuela since she was in her first real bed. Despite now being twelve, it always brought a smile to her face.


“Ay! I found you!” exclaimed Abuela. She began kissing Isabela’s face all over. Abuela sat on the floor against the bed with Isabela. She turned to look at her granddaughter. “You look so tired, nieta—and you look like you want to tell me something. Qué pasa?”


Isabela could never understand how her grandmother always knew when she was worried about something. Isabela sighed.


“I don’t want to tell you because you are going to get angry and I love you and I don’t want you to get upset.”


“Let’s go, tell me,” instructed Abuela.


“I don’t want to go to church today,” said Isabela, not looking at Abuela’s face.


When there was no response she turned and saw Abuela rubbing her face. Abuela always rubbed her face when something was troubling her.


Please don’t be angry and let me stay home.


“Por favor, Abuela? I am so tired and nervous about my first day of school tomorrow. I want to be with Mom and just stay home. I know you will be at the festival all afternoon. I could get dinner ready for us?” pleaded Isabela, trying to sweeten her request.


“You know I don’t like us to miss church, nieta, especially with your mother so ill,” said Abuela, tears forming in her eyes. “I feel it is very important we demonstrate our devotion to God by attending church each week. We’ve had so much upheaval in the last month and we need Padre and the members of our new church to pray for us.”


“I understand,” sighed Isabela, resigned.


“Let’s sit on the bed and talk, before I’m not able to get up from the floor.”


Abuela extended her arm so Isabela could help pull her up. It was moments like this when Isabela realized Abuela was getting older. She couldn’t bear to think of it. Abuela had always been the constant presence in her life and she could not imagine living in a world without Abuela by her side. They settled themselves onto the bed and Abuela held Isabela’s face in her hand.


“All right, mi amor. Only this Sunday, okay?” said Abuela, as she kissed the top of Isabela’s head.


“Gracias, Abuela,” said Isabela, hugging her grandmother. “I love you so much, thank you for letting me stay home.”


“I need you to do some other things while I’m gone, besides preparing dinner,” said Abuela, in a serious tone. “Can you change your mother’s sheets and give her the medicines at the right time? I also need you to finish unpacking your mother’s things. Your father did not get to it yesterday. I want their room to be finished by tonight, so he doesn’t have to worry about it. I think he is also nervous about starting his new position tomorrow.”


“Yes, of course,” agreed Isabela. She couldn’t believe she was free from having to face all those nosy people at church, who already knew of her family’s circumstances.


“I mean it,” Abuela said sternly. “I will not be happy if you do not finish everything I have asked you to do.”


“I will, I promise,” said Isabela.


“Okay, go wake up your brother and tell him to be ready to leave for church with me and your father in thirty minutes,” instructed Abuela. “I have to go and check on your mother and make sure your father is awake as well.”


Isabela gave Abuela a big hug and a kiss, before going to wake up her brother. She was relieved and almost felt the stirrings of normalcy, as she gently knocked on her brother’s bedroom door.


She opened it slowly and peered around the door whispering, “Javier? Javi? Are you awake?”


Javier moaned and began to yawn loudly.


“What is it, Izzy? What time is it? I keep waiting for the traffic sounds to wake me up, but there aren’t any,” complained Javier.


“I know. The quiet is so loud I can barely sleep,” Isabela agreed. She pushed opened the door and stood inside Javier’s bedroom.


“Why aren’t you dressed for church?” asked Javier, looking at her pajamas.


Isabela took a moment to consider how to answer him. Javier had recently turned eighteen and looked like a grown man, but he could still act like a baby.


“Abuela said I don’t have to go to church today,” said Isabela.


Javier sat straight up in bed and yelled, “What? Why not? Why do I have to go?”


“I promised Abuela I would make dinner, change Mom’s sheets, give her the medicines, and finish unpacking Mom’s things,” Isabela stated firmly, ready for him to sabotage her arrangement with Abuela.


“I would rather go to church,” groaned Javier, as he flopped back onto the bed.


Isabela came over to the bed and sat down on the edge. Javier turned on his side to look at her.


“Are you as sad as I am?” asked Isabela. She could feel herself getting warm as she tried to stop the tears from coming.


“Of course, Izzy. I was supposed to be settled in at UCLA by now. Instead, I’m starting my training as a barista tomorrow—how do you think I feel?” asked Javier.


Isabela knew the money Javier was going to earn from his job would help defray the extra costs not covered by the family’s health insurance for their mother’s new medical treatments.


“I know, Javi, but UCLA will hold your place. It’s going to be so weird for me, starting a new school in the beginning of October. I’m actually glad you are still home with me. I know that’s very selfish, but it’s the truth,” sighed Isabela. “I would miss you so much.”


“Me too—come here.” Javier extended his arms beckoning Isabela for a hug.


As she hugged Javier, Isabela thought about all the sacrifices he had made for the family. Javier had packed up their old house with barely any help, he had deferred college for a year to take their mother for her treatments, and now he was lagging behind all his friends who were already ensconced at their new universities.


Javier remained with his family, trapped in this nightmare, when he could have been free. He was a very special person, an outstanding athlete, and had received a full baseball scholarship to UCLA. Isabela hoped she could be as amazing as her brother by the time she turned eighteen.


Their private moment of comforting each other was interrupted by Abuela shouting from the kitchen, “Javier! Come and eat something before we leave for church!”


“Ay,” grumbled Javier. “Let me get ready, Izzy. You better do all the things you promised Abuela or she is going to be so mad. Do everything she told you to.”


“It’s a lot of things. I hope I can finish them all,” said Isabela.


“Well you better, otherwise she is never going to let you miss church again,” warned Javier.


“I know, I know,” Isabela replied, already overwhelmed at what she had promised Abuela.


Isabela left the room so Javier could get dressed. She had looked up to her brother all her life. He was a talented and generous person. Despite being incredibly busy during high school with sports and his schoolwork, he had always made time for her, taking her bike riding or surfing. Isabela knew the one thing she and her brother would miss the most were the sunsets over the Pacific, after a day of getting knocked off their surfboards. She sighed and went to the kitchen to make her breakfast.
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MAKING MOM’S BED


ISABELA SAID GOODBYE to her father, Javier, and Abuela and began cleaning her cereal bowl. She went into the laundry room and grabbed a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved top folded in a laundry basket. After dressing, she gathered up the clean sheets for the hospital bed and headed toward her parents’ bedroom.


She was beginning to feel like the hospital bed had always been in her parents’ bedroom. It was becoming hard for her to remember a time when it wasn’t there. Her mother had gotten sick around her tenth birthday and the last two years felt like her whole life.


She quietly opened the door and dropped the pillowcases and sheets on the bench at the foot of her parents’ bed. Her mother was sleeping, but began to stir as Isabela approached the hospital bed. Isabela rested one hand on the rail and used the other to gently stroke her mother’s face. She was careful not to disturb the woolen cap Abuela had knitted for her mother’s bald head.


Her mother slowly opened her eyes. She turned her head and saw Isabela and began to smile.


“Hi, Mom, how are you feeling?” Isabela sweetly whispered.


“Better now that I can see my angel’s face. Why aren’t you dressed for church, sweetheart? I thought I heard everyone leave?” asked her mother, her breathing labored.


“Abuela let me stay home today so that I could spend some time with you. I need to change the sheets on your bed and give you your medicines after I’m finished,” replied Isabela, still stroking her mother’s face.


Her mother said with a weak laugh, “Well, at least you got something out of taking care of me.”


“I really didn’t want to go to church today, Mom. All those new people . . . and I’m nervous about starting school tomorrow.”


“I understand, sweetheart. I’m sorry you’ve had to make so many changes and leave all your friends and cousins behind. Do you at least like your new room? I thought you’d like facing the pool. Can you believe we could afford a house with a pool?” asked her mother.


Isabela noted her mother’s speech was sluggish. She was so ill.


“The houses are much less expensive here in Brookdale than in L.A. I’m glad you finally got your pool. I hope we can go swimming together soon,” said her mother, weakly.


Isabela knew how unlikely that was to happen. But she was determined to be strong and not let her mother see the tears welling up in her eyes. She turned her head away from her mother, toward the bench where she had dropped the clean pillowcases and sheets.


“Are you ready to change the sheets now, Mom?” asked Isabela. She was anxious to begin Abuela’s list.


“Yes, my angel,” answered her mother.


“Let me get your pillowcases. We can start there,” directed Isabela.


Before getting the pillowcases, she moved the rolling hospital table away from the bed. Then she removed her mother’s cell phone from a small pouch that hung on the right rail of the hospital bed. She didn’t want it to get damaged during the process. Abuela had designed and sewn the pouch so her mother’s phone would always be securely accessible. The pouch prevented the phone from falling off the bed or hospital table. Isabela temporarily stuck it in the back pocket of her jeans.


There were many pillows on the bed. A nurse at the hospital in L.A. suggested they be put around her mother's shoulders and arms so she wouldn’t hurt herself on the rails ofthe hospital bed. It was a wonderful suggestion and had made her mother much more comfortable.


As Isabela began pulling out the pillowcases tangled in the sheets, she asked her mother, “Do you need help getting to the commode before we start?”


“No, sweetheart. Your father helped me to the commode before he left for church. Then he helped me put on an adult diaper, since I thought you would all be gone for the day—with mass and the festival afterward. Who knew I’d be in diapers before Abuela?” asked her mother, with a faint laugh.


Isabela started laughing. Her mother had always been the funniest person in the family and Isabela was happy she still had her sense of humor.


Isabela began removing the pillows and changing their cases one at a time, leaving her mother’s head pillow for last. She temporarily placed them all on her parents’ bed. Then she gently lifted up her mother’s head and slid out the pillow.


“I know you’re uncomfortable, Mom. I will change the sheets as fast as possible.”


“Don’t worry, honey. Let me know when you’re ready and I will help as much as I can,” said her mother.


Isabela had watched how the nurses at the hospital changed the sheets, while her mother remained in the bed. She’d asked them to teach her how to do it and was proud she had learned, as it was not easy. But it made her feel useful to her mother.


When she finished changing the case on her mother’s head pillow, she gently removed her mother’s blanket and top sheet, tossing them onto her parents’ bed.


“This won’t take long, Mom, I know you’re cold,” comforted Isabela. “Okay—you need to roll onto your right side and grab the right rail with your left arm. I will help you roll. You need to hold onto the rail and stay in that position, until I can pull off this side of the fitted sheet. Ready?”


Isabela helped her mother roll onto her right side, while at the same time pulling the elastic of the fitted sheet off the mattress. The mattress was about the same size as Isabela’s bed. Once all the elastic was loose, she began scrunching the first half of the fitted sheet up against her mother’s back.


“Okay, Mom, are you ready to turn toward the other side?”


This was the hardest part. Her mother had to roll over the scrunched up sheet against her back, so Isabela could pull it out from under her mother, onto the other side.


“Yes, sweetheart,” said her mother.


Isabela helped her mother roll to the other side so her mother could grab onto the left rail. As her mother rolled over the fitted sheet, Isabela simultaneously pulled the sheet out from under her mother and detached the elastic from the mattress.


“Stay like that, Mom, and let me get the clean sheet hooked onto this side of the mattress,” Isabela instructed.


She grabbed the clean sheet from the bench, secured the elastic, and scrunched up the balance against her mother’s back.


“Okay, Mom, last time.”


She helped her mother turn over one last time as she pulled the clean sheet from underneath her mother. Her mother had lost so much weight that pulling the sheet out from underneath her wasn’t very hard anymore. Isabela finished securing the clean fitted sheet onto the mattress and told her mother she could lie flat again. She briskly returned to the hospital bed with her mother’s head pillow.


“Whew, that was exhausting,” said her mother. “And to think I used to run half marathons.”


“You did great holding the rails, Mom. I couldn’t have done it without your strong arms,” complimented Isabela.


Isabela got the clean top sheet from the bench and began tucking it under the mattress. She grabbed the blanket she had thrown earlier onto her parents’ bed and placed it gently over her mother, also tucking it under the mattress. She knew her mother was cold and needed to warm up. Isabela finished the final step of repositioning all the extra pillows against the rails.


“I’m going to get your medicines now,” said Isabela. “But first, can I press the button that raises your head up? I always worry you’ll choke when you swallow your medicines if your head isn’t high enough.”


“Yes, my angel,” whispered her mother.


Isabela lifted up the head portion of the hospital bed. She could see her mother was utterly exhausted from the ordeal of changing the sheets. She rolled the hospital table back alongside the bed, checked to see that her mother’s cell phone was fully charged, and set the volume on the loudest setting. Then she placed the phone back inside the pouch.


By the time Isabela had returned with the medicines, her mother was asleep. Isabela pulled a chair over to sit with her. She would let her rest for thirty minutes since it was too early for her medicines anyway. She stared at her mother and couldn’t believe this was the same person she had gone to Disneyland with for her tenth birthday. It had been the best vacation they ever had, and now it meant so much more.
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AELISH REACHES THE PORTAL


AELISH WATCHED THE extraordinary composure of Isabela as she tended to her mother through her Earth Capsule Viewer. She had decided to check on Isabela while she sat on the ground resting, before continuing on to the Portal. The compassion and love demonstrated by this young girl made her remember why DAR was completely devoted to protecting the Human world. It was so often through the Human child that those in DAR could observe the best of Humanity. Certainly there were children who were mean-spirited and unkind, but Aelish believed that Human children who were cruel had been taught to behave that way. It was a learned behavior and not the normal nature of the Human child.


As she stuffed the Viewer inside her flypack, she reflected on her own life. She remembered caring for her parents in much the same way Isabela was now caring for her mother. It had been almost impossible to endure, feeling utterly powerless against the sickness, and the inevitable outcome. She hoped Isabela’s mother’s fate would be different. She marveled at Isabela’s ability to change her mother’s sheets, with her mother in the bed. Aelish was truly impressed at the level of maturity possessed by this twelve-year-old child.


Aelish stood up, determined to succeed as Isabela’s Oraculi. She could see how special and deserving this young girl was. But she had no illusions of how difficult it was going to be to convince Isabela that not only was she real, but also that her attributes and abilities were desperately needed by DAR.


She continued on and realized she had been lost in thought, for when she looked up, she had arrived at the gate of the Portal. It had been five years since she had last stood in this same place and she wondered if Earth would feel the same. She was excited to find out.


“Aye! Aelish! Mah favorite DARling! It has bin too long since I last laid eyes on ye! How ur ye mah, lassie?” exclaimed the troll Hamish, in his unique Scottish-English dialect. His brogue was as thick as ever.


“Greetings, Hamish! It’s so good to see you are still here!” exclaimed Aelish, with a grin from ear to ear.


“Now where else wid I be, lassie?” laughed the troll, banging his rod against the gate.


“I see you’re still as funny as ever,” laughed Aelish.


“And I see ye haven’t aged a day in nearly five hundred years, lassie,” winked Hamish, ridiculously flirting.


“You’ve always been a bad liar, Hamish, but you will always be my favorite Gatekeeper,” chuckled Aelish.


She remembered shortly after her arrival to DAR that Hamish and his brother Artagán had petitioned the Head Council for the position of Gatekeeper of the Portal. The Portal separated the dimensions between DAR and Earth. The brothers pointed toward their lengthy troll ancestry in the Scottish Highlands where most had served as Gatekeepers. They had promised to protect and serve DAR, rotating shifts between each other.


Aelish was pleased when the brothers had secured the position, as she frequently passed through the Portal to observe and report ongoing environmental changes on Earth. In the process, she had developed quite a soft spot for Hamish. He was a charmer and she was thrilled he was on duty today rather than his brother.


“And did ye remember tae bring yer favorite Gatekeeper his favorite goodies?” asked Hamish, naughtily. He rubbed his gnarled hands together in anticipation.


“Of course!” laughed Aelish. She took off her flypack and placed it on the ground. She knelt beside it and reached inside to retrieve a pink box with a purple bow.


“Are thay whit I think thay are?” asked Hamish. He was already starting to drool a bit down his wart-covered face.


“They are . . . I made you twelve lavender sweetcakes and even added a special ingredient to the icing,” winked Aelish. “So don’t eat them until you are off-duty, promise?”


She would not give him the box until he agreed to her condition. She could always turn the tables on Hamish. It was he who was supposed to dictate the terms, in order for her to pass through the gate. But Aelish was cunning and knew that all she needed were her sweetcakes to bring Hamish to his knobby knees.


“I promise! Ah lassie, ye always know th’ wey tae mah heart!” exclaimed Hamish, massaging his distended belly.


“I do, don’t I?” laughed Aelish.


“You’re lucky Artagán wasn’t ‘ere instead o’ me! He’s getting crankier with each passing decade,” said Hamish, shaking his contorted head.


“How can you tell the difference?” asked Aelish, sarcastically.


Hamish burst into hysterics.


“He is a bit o’ a dolt, isn’t he? Whit are ye goin’ tae do, lassie, it is whit it is,” continued Hamish, still doubled over in laughter.


He was always somewhat doubled over, but Aelish loved to get him laughing to the point where he was nearly level with the ground.


Hamish and Artagán were literally the definition of polar opposites, like night and day or black and white. Hamish was always smiling and laughing, whereas Artagán was a cantankerous, cranky pain. They were both excellent at their job, but Aelish dreaded having to deal with Artagán. Yet they came as a package, and Hamish more than made up for Artagán’s miserable demeanor.


“So, I assume yer on a secret mission fur th’ Earthlings again?” asked Hamish. He grabbed his clipboard and began making the necessary notations before he could open the gate.


“I am. Will you wish me luck?” asked Aelish.


“Ye’ll be needin’ no luck from me, lassie. Ye know yer job very well. Ur ye lookin’ forward to seeing home again?” asked Hamish.


“I am, indeed,” sighed Aelish.


“Och! As fur me, I’m happy here ‘n’ prefer tae remember th’ Highlands in mah heart. No need tae see it again,” replied Hamish.


Aelish nodded. She understood that for certain magical creatures there was no going back to Earth once they had decided to leave. Choosing to live in DAR or in one of the other magical dominions often became a permanent transition. They were happier in the magical world. Those that chose to live in DAR often expressed the feeling that they finally had a sense of belonging and would never go back to their original birthplace—whether in the Human world or in one of the other magical realms.


“Well, ur ye ready, lassie? Gather up yer things, don’t forget anythin’ now,” instructed Hamish.


Aelish lifted her flypack from the ground and secured it snuggly to her back. She locked the clasps to prevent them from opening during her time in the Portal, between dimensions. She secretly checked to make sure that the linen pouch was still secure in her bodice while Hamish continued his note taking. Depending on the time of year, the pressure through the Portal could be excessively forceful and this was definitely that time of year.


Aelish approached the gate and said, “I’m ready, Hamish! Let’s do this!”


Hamish opened the gate and she took three steps past the threshold and stared at the grayish vibrating blur in front of her—the Portal.


“Brace yerself fur th’ noise ‘n’ th’pressure. I wish ye th’ best o’ magic ‘n’ safe travels. Make sure ye come back tae us now, fur thare is no other DARling like ye, Aelish. Be careful wi’ those Earthlings. I don’t envy ye traveling thare,” said Hamish, with a shudder. “Ye know whit tae do next.”


“Be well, Hamish!”


She took three more steps forward. There was a simultaneous bolt of lightning, which instantly blinded her, followed by a huge crash of thunder, which instantly deafened her. Her senses were completely disoriented, but it didn’t last long.


When it was quiet again, Aelish opened her eyes and was on Earth. It was more beautiful than she remembered. She could look at it anytime through her Viewer, but the Viewer could never truly capture the essence of Earth. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, inhaling that distinctive woody scent of the moss on the forest floor. She looked up at the trees, ebullient with the colors of autumn. They were so tall, they nearly blocked out the sun. It would always be home.


Using the Panoramic spell, Aelish lifted high above the trees and began taking it all in—the oceans, the mountains, the plains, the canyons, the moors—it was so green and so blue. She could never understand how Humans took their birthplace for granted, as if no matter what, it would always be there.


For nearly five hundred years, she had watched Humans persist in treating the Earth with a carelessness that was astonishing. They continued to mine mountains until they disappeared, taking the wildlife and trees the mountain had supported along with them. They continued to dump toxic waste and chemicals into lakes, rivers, and streams, and every sixty seconds they dumped one garbage truck of plastic into the grandeur of the oceans. They continued to pollute the air that literally sustained Human life and they continued to create weapons of mass destruction that could destroy it all.


She marveled at the strength of the Earth, enduring the endless pillaging and polluting of its natural resources. When would Humans finally evolve and understand that they needed to put the Earth before their own greed?


It wasn’t the poor who promulgated the pillaging. It was done by those of great means, in their unquenchable thirst for more and more money. Her family had owned mines. She understood firsthand what great wealth meant on Earth and the power, prestige, security, and lavish lifestyles it afforded Humans. She understood it because she had been born a child of privilege. But there had to be a balance. The Earth needed to survive until the last ray of sunlight was gone from its brilliant sun. DAR was beautiful, but Earth was magnificent.


As she perused the different landscapes, she noticed extraordinary changes, specifically in the Arctic and Antarctica. She could see that some of the glaciers in the Arctic were much smaller and huge chunks were actively falling into the surrounding water.


In Antarctica, Aelish noticed rapidly growing banks of moss on its northern peninsula. She had never seen anything like it. She was horrified that a huge ice shelf had also broken off from the peninsula.


She observed in both the Arctic and Antarctica that the permafrost was actively melting and the sea ice extent had been severely diminished. Water was now visible between sections of the sea ice that was still frozen. How had it changed so rapidly, since her last visit, only five years ago?


She felt despondent. She understood the consequences these changes would bring to the Earth and its inhabitants. Deadly diseases, buried for years under the frozen ice and snow, could once again become active, threatening Humanity. Rising sea levels would bring economic devastation to once thriving coastal cities that would soon be underwater. She knew her report on these observations would mandate some form of immediate action from the Head Council—the Earth was already in devolution.


With a heavy heart, she took out her magical compass, got her bearings, and began the journey to Isabela’s house. She chose to go the long way in order to continue logging her observations. The beautiful, brilliant sun, high in the sky, made her discoveries that much sadder.
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THE THREE VISITORS


AELISH ALTERNATED BETWEEN flying and walking as she journeyed on to Isabela’s house. Walking enabled her to see things on Earth up close and to take little mementos. She would put them in her house in DAR upon her return. She did this each time she visited to remember home.


Each memento brought back vivid memories. Holding some lavender, she remembered her own life, when she too was twelve years old, like Isabela. She would never forget the day she looked down at her hands and noticed the pigmentation of her porcelain skin changing to lavender. It was terrifying. She didn’t understand what was happening. She had never met or heard of anyone in Ireland with lavender skin.


She tried concealing her changing skin color by wearing gloves and long-sleeved dresses with high necklines. She even made her own homemade face powder from cooking flour, but she only got away with that for a few months. Mrs. Doherty, the household cook, finally caught Aelish taking flour from the pantry.


She’d snuck up on Aelish and yelled, “What do ya’ think yer doin’ in me pantry, Lady Aelish?”


Aelish was so startled she dropped the sack of expensive flour all over the floor. Mrs. Doherty was prone to forgetting she was a servant in her father’s household and demanded an explanation. But Aelish ran out of the pantry, upstairs to her bedchamber. She stood against the bedroom door crying, listening to the echo of Mrs. Doherty continuing to yell. She didn’t feel badly for ignoring Mrs. Doherty, but she greatly regretted that the scullery maid, Catríona, was going to have to clean up the mess she had made.


Catríona was not much older than Aelish. They could have been friends if not for their class divide. Aelish liked chatting with Catríona on the rare occasions when she snuck downstairs into the servants’ quarters, as she was very kind. Aelish pitied Catríona having to endure the endless tirades of Mrs. Doherty.


She might have been the lowest-ranking servant in the household, but she was also the smartest. Aelish never could figure out how Catríona had managed to sneak a small sack of flour upstairs into Aelish’s bedchamber when Catríona was never allowed out of the kitchen. She had found it on her bedside table and knew it was Catríona who had done that for her. Aelish repaid the kindness with a beautiful sampler she had sewn. She hid it under Catríona’s blanket, on the pallet she slept on, in the servants’ quarters.


After the flour incident, she became desperate to find an alternate way to conceal her lavender skin. Once she ran out of the flour from Catríona, it became nearly impossible to camouflage. It got to the point where she no longer wanted to venture outside her bedchamber. Her changing skin color was making life very difficult.


Aelish often accompanied her father to Dublin. He traveled there to manage the commerce he was responsible for as the Earl of Brólaigh. When his schedule permitted, her father would take her to visit the seamstress for a new frock or her favorite bakeshop—the same bakeshop where she obtained the recipe for the lavender sweetcakes Hamish loved so much. She and her father loved spending time together and when she began to beg off going, she knew it was only a matter of time before her parents became suspicious.


Aelish was born in Ireland, in 1546, to noble parents. Her father, Cian Carrigan, was Earl of Brólaigh and her mother, Saoirse Mulcahy Carrigan, was Lady of Brólaigh. They owned vast acres of land; had tenant farmers; owned copper ore, zinc, and silver mines; and were responsible for employing nearly the entire village.


She grew up at Brólaigh Castle, her family’s ancestral home. It was a tower house structure more than four stories high. The fortified residence was built from cut stone. In between the stones was lime-based mortar, which contained straw and animal hair. Having mortar between the stones demonstrated great wealth, while providing its occupants with insulation that helped keep out the cold and rain. The entire exterior of the tower house was covered with a lime plaster, which was then whitewashed. The stark white served as a warning to strangers approaching the tower house and was meant to be off-putting. The nobles of Ireland built these tall tower house castles among sparse forest cover, which made their severe white color stand out like imposing fortresses. She could see her house from miles away.


The main rooms for the family had leaded, diamond-shaped, crown glass windows. The interior walls were the flip side of the mortared cut stone on the exterior. They had large hand-sewn tapestries hanging on them. The tapestries depicted various historical scenes and landscapes, as well as the family’s coat of arms. The tapestries provided warmth and vivid colors, although many had faded over the years. In the drawing room and great hall were large iron candelabras laden with dripped candle wax. Some of the rooms had iron candleholders affixed in sockets carved into the stone.


She was lucky to have grown up with stone floors instead of the hardened dirt floors found in the servants’ quarters. In wintertime, she remembered how cold and slippery the stone became, despite the servants’ best efforts to keep them dry by laying down layers of rush matting. The rush was plaited by hand using a nine end flat weave, into lengths three inches wide. These sections were then hand sewn together with jute twine. Often a layer of straw was placed underneath the rush matting to further absorb the moisture from the cold.


She loved the custom-made stone spiral staircase. It spanned over four stories—leading up to the bedchambers or down to the servants’ quarters. With nothing more than a rope for a railing, the diagonal stone steps were quite hazardous. But Aelish fondly remembered playing on them as a child. The staircase in Brólaigh Castle was built with the rope railing on the left walls. This enabled the Lord to defend his castle from the top of the staircase, with his sword in his right hand.


In the servants’ quarters below, the windows only had wooden shutters to keep out the cold and rain. There were huge fireplaces in the great hall and in the kitchen area—large enough for a man to stand inside, under the mantle. The fireplace in the kitchen was used for cooking and also provided much needed warmth for the servants who slept in the same room on pallets on the dirt floor. The drawing room and bedchambers had smaller fireplaces. Aelish loved to snuggle in her canopy bed during the winter, with a roaring fire, under numerous fur covers.


Inside Brólaigh Castle, she was tutored three days a week by Miss O’Boyle. The butler was also teaching her proper decorum and the responsibilities of becoming an Earl’s wife. Mr. MacSweeney was stern and strict with all of the servants and was very serious about the management of the household. He was an excellent butler, but he was an awful teacher.


When it came time for her lessons on the proper placement of tableware for elaborate evening supper parties, it was clear he had absolutely no patience, whatsoever, for children. He tolerated instructing her, but she knew he despised her lessons.


She felt the panic and terror afresh, as she remembered her last lesson with Mr. MacSweeney. Her magical abilities had begun to emerge on their own—she had no control over them. Learning to properly arrange a table became a harrowing experience, as the tableware began to set itself! She had quite a time running around the large table trying to hide what was happening.


“Lady Aelish, what in the name of Providence are ya’ doing?” exclaimed Mr. MacSweeney, on more than one occasion. “A Lady does not run in the great hall, ever!”


During her lessons with Miss O’Boyle, books that she needed would fly off the shelves and arrive at her writing table. Miss O’Boyle usually had her back turned toward the large piece of slate that was installed in the lesson room and thankfully didn’t see this phenomenon. But it made concentrating nearly impossible for Aelish.


Miss O’Boyle would say, “Turn to page twenty-one.” And the book would turn on its own, to page twenty-one. Her ink, parchment, and quills would independently fly through the air and arrive at her desk along with anything else she needed.


At first she thought a house elf or faerie was toying with her. But she finally realized that when she thought of what she needed, her magic would engage and it was she who was actually causing the mayhem.


Everything changed, however, on that fateful day in the early morning, when there was unexpected knocking on the heavy wooden front doors of the tower house castle. Her family had recently returned from morning prayers at Brólaigh Church and was being served breakfast by the footmen in the great hall.


She and her parents simultaneously looked up from their food aghast that an unexpected caller was casually knocking on the front doors of the Earl’s castle. Unexpected callers were fraught with danger, as they could be robbers or enemies of the Earl. Mr. MacSweeney apologized to her father for not knowing who the unexpected caller was. He waited until her father gave the order to open the doors.


Mr. MacSweeney walked toward the front of the great hall to open the doors. Her father followed his butler, lagging behind with his sword drawn, hidden at his side. She knew her father was very concerned and irritated at the ill-mannered visitor who was intruding upon the family’s breakfast, without an appointment.


Ignoring the whispering pleas from her mother to stay seated, Aelish quietly crept behind her father through the great hall. She hid behind a long tapestry until the doors were opened. She peeked out from behind the tapestry and saw three people—two women and one strikingly handsome young man, all dressed like Irish nobles.


“Good morning, may I help you?” asked Mr. MacSweeney.


“We have come to speak with Lord Cian Carrigan, Earl of Brólaigh, and Lady Saoirse Mulcahy Carrigan, Lady of Brólaigh,” replied a commanding woman in a stunning hat.


“What is this concerning?” demanded Mr. MacSweeney. “You do not have an appointment and the Lord and Lady are very busy.”


“We have come to speak with them about their daughter, Lady Aelish,” continued the woman.


Her father pushed past his butler and in the authoritative tone of an Earl asked, “And what business do you have with my daughter?”


Aelish could see he was getting his Irish up, his face red with annoyance, verging on anger.


“I think it would be best if you left your name so we could schedule a proper appointment,” scolded Mr. MacSweeney.


“No! I would like to know immediately what this is about,” demanded her father.


“Lord Brólaigh, we mean no disrespect to Your Lordship and Your Ladyship. We are here on behalf of your daughter’s welfare. Time is of the essence and if you would permit us inside to explain, we know that you will be thankful we have come,” stated the woman in the stunning hat.


Aelish’s mother, always a kind and gracious person, had by now also joined her father in the forward portion of the great hall. She gestured for him to sheath his sword and spoke softly into his ear.


“Cian, let them come in and say their piece. Perhaps it is very important,” appealed her mother.


Aelish wanted to kiss her mother right then for intervening. She knew her mother was hoping these strangers would provide an answer to the mystery of Aelish’s lavender skin color. It had been two weeks since Aelish had shown her skin, only to her mother, crying and hysterical. Of course her mother was startled and alarmed, but her inherent composure took over. She led Aelish to her bed and told her to lie down and compose herself.


After she had calmed down, Aelish remembered removing all her garments so her mother could see if the lavender color covered her entire body. She knew her mother was hoping it was some kind of rash or exposure to an exotic plant, but upon inspection, she could see her mother was just as confused and concerned as she was.


“Perhaps you’ve had a spell cast on you by one of the faeries that live on the hill, past the mine,” said her mother, thinking out loud.


Faeries were very prevalent in Ireland. It was common knowledge that if you inadvertently annoyed one, they could exact their revenge in any number of ways. It was the first thing Aelish had considered, but then her magical abilities began emerging. She knew a faerie would never cast a naughty spell that would also grant her magical powers that could rival their own.


She and her mother discussed a myriad of scenarios that might be the cause of her skin color turning lavender. Ultimately, they agreed that for the time being, Aelish would use her mother’s face powder to conceal her skin color. Face powder was something her mother used only on the rare occasions when she met with the wives of other Irish nobles.


“We must pray very hard for God to reveal the cause of this mystery, Aelish,” stated her mother. “In the meantime, we will tell everyone, including your father, that you are unwell and must be confined to the tower house. We will temporarily cancel your lessons with Miss O’Boyle, and you are not to accompany your father to Dublin until we understand what is going on.”


“All right, Ma,” sniffled Aelish, wiping her tears.


Aelish already understood that she was different from her parents and she was frightened of losing her mother’s love. Therefore, she disclosed only her changing skin color and kept her magical abilities a secret. She gauged it was too much information to divulge at one time. She didn’t want to overwhelm her mother, who in turn could tell her father everything. And Aelish was petrified of the consequences of her father finding out.


Aelish wore the face powder on the exposed parts of her body when she joined her family for meals, but all lessons and trips were suspended for the immediate future. Even prayers were conducted inside the tower house. Aelish wondered if she would ever leave Brólaigh Castle again. It was a terrible feeling to be so confined and she empathized with those who were truly ill and could not leave their homes. It gave her an understanding and compassion she would need later in her life.


Remembering this, as she journeyed on to Isabela’s house, Aelish thought, God only lets us see just so far down the road, otherwise we could not endure what is to come.


Her mother was at long last successful in convincing her father to allow the three strangers to come inside. Her father instructed Mr. MacSweeney to seat them in the drawing room and ordered tea and scones be served. He might have been utterly annoyed, but he was still a nobleman with proper manners.


Once inside the drawing room, Aelish and her family sat on one settee and the three strangers sat across from them on the other settee, with a tea table in between.


“Please allow me to introduce myself and my companions, Lord and Lady Brólaigh,” said the woman in the stunning hat. “My name is Melanthia and this is Lady Antonia Harrington Stonebridge.” She gestured toward the most beautiful young woman Aelish had ever seen. “And this is Thagar” She pointed to the handsome young man who had caught Aelish’s eye.


“We understand Lady Aelish has not been feeling well for the last few weeks and we are here to hopefully assist in her rapid recovery,” said Melanthia, with a glint in her eye, as she stole a quick glance at Aelish.


Aelish smiled to herself at the memory. Melanthia, now the Council Chair in DAR, had that same glint in her eye today in the Rotunda, when she congratulated her on becoming an Oraculi, as she did when she offered to “assist in her rapid recovery” on the settee, so long ago. From that one subtle expression on the settee, Aelish knew Melanthia would always be there for her and she had immediately relaxed. Her father’s reaction, however, was quite different.


“How do you know anything about the health of Lady Aelish?” demanded her father. “Who are you people? What part of Ireland do you come from? I don’t detect any brogue I am familiar with. Well?”


“Lady Antonia was born in England,” stated Melanthia. “She grew up at the Court of King Henry VIII and knows your new rulers, the Tudors, quite well, Lord Brólaigh.”


“Whether the Tudors remain the monarchy over Ireland, is something yet to be determined,” scoffed her father, having lived through the ever-changing rulers of Ireland.


“Indeed,” agreed Melanthia.


“And are you and this gentleman also from England? Speak up, man! Do you normally let women do all your bidding?” chided her father.


“Actually, yes, Lord Brólaigh,” replied Thagar. “Where we are from, a man knows his place.”


“Ha!” cried out Aelish’s mother, who burst out laughing. “Well, that’s the most interesting thing I’ve ever heard.” Her mother was laughing so hard she had to retrieve a handkerchief from her dress pocket to hide her face. Her father, however, was not amused.


He began inching toward the edge of the settee. “You, sir—”


“Lord Brólaigh,” interrupted Melanthia, before things escalated, “Thagar meant no disrespect, I assure you.” But despite her reassurance, Aelish observed that Melanthia was thoroughly enjoying her mother’s laughter.


“We come from a distant land whose customs you are not familiar with, as this place is not near to Ireland,” said Melanthia. Aelish knew she was easing in to revealing something that was going to change their lives forever.


“What is the name of this distant land? I do know world geography for heaven’s sake,” said her father, indignant.


“Your Lordship, have you noticed any changes recently with Lady Aelish, other than her lavender skin color?” inquired Melanthia.


Aelish gulped. She knew this was not going to end well. She and her mother had kept the secret of her skin color between them and her father would now be caught unaware. She and her mother stared at each other for a brief moment before her father exploded.


“Aelish! Have you been actin’ the maggot about being sick? What is this woman talking about regarding your skin?” yelled her father.


He stood up, maneuvered his body around his seated wife, nearly knocking over the tea table, and stood in front of Aelish. He aggressively reached down, grabbed her arm, and began rolling back the long sleeve of her dress.


“Da! No!” screamed Aelish. But it was too late.


“God save us!” cried her father.


He stepped back from Aelish, stumbling backward over the tea table between the settees. Thagar caught him before he landed on Melanthia and Lady Antonia. Upon hearing the clatter of tableware, Mr. MacSweeney came running into the drawing room.


“Take your hands off His Lordship this instant,” he yelled at Thagar.


Once her father had regained his balance, Thagar let go and resumed his place on the settee. Her father maneuvered his doublet back onto his shoulders, smoothed out the sleeves, and remained standing.
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