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Prologue





  FIFTY YEARS AGO




  Lourdes grabbed her cousin’s arm and turned her around, singeing Kari’s skin with her glowing fingers, which resembled long flames.




  “Ouch! Watch it, Lourdes!” Kari exclaimed, yanking her arm away. She grasped her injury tight as if to smother the pain and soon relaxed. Burns from fire reaume always hurt more than average, like a bolt of lightning that surged through one’s whole body, but left a wound only at the point of contact.




  “Oh, sorry,” Lourdes mumbled, her dark eyes blinking rapidly, but she appeared too excited to be truly apologetic. “I’ve been getting the bonfire going and just forgot to switch gears … It’s just, well … that’s him! See? He’s making the water boil! He’s raising the water temperature on his own! Isn’t he amazing?”




  Kari’s straight hair swung right and left like a blonde broom sweeping her shoulders as she stifled her irritation and scoured the gathering to find the mystery man. Storm clouds were fast rolling in overhead creating an early dusk. All of the woodland reaume were starting to prepare dinner before a bonfire that Lourdes had just produced in the middle of the village. Though she obediently searched, all Kari could think about was her stomach. “I thought you weren’t looking for anyone, that you’d always stay single?”




  Lourdes sighed. “That’s before I got to know him.”




  Kari lifted a heavy bag off the ground and carried it to an empty wooden bowl, set away from the fire on a carved wood table. She untied a rabbit carcass from a hide belt around her waist and laid the body on the flat wooden surface beside the bowl, then dug in her backpack to find a knife with a stag-bone handle.




  “So?” Lourdes asked, curling her hands under her chin as if she were shivering despite the intense heat. “What do you think?” She extracted her harvest vegetables from a woven birch basket and began preparing them.




  Kari paused and traced Lourdes’s line of vision to where her new love interest stood at another table further around the fire, also prepping his dinner.




  “All right, he’s pretty amazing. I’ll give you that,” Kari answered. No one had ever seen anyone from the air or ocean reaume before, and now here was a man who was both. His skin and hair were dark, like the black wolf that lived among their sister clan. His frame was thick with muscle and of medium height, very different from the tall, slender bodies of the earth reaume.




  “Is he not the best looking man you’ve ever seen? You can say yes and I won’t get mad. After all, you know I claimed him first.”




  “Claimed him? What is he, a piece of furniture? Anyhow, it doesn’t matter what I think,” Kari answered.




  “Of course it matters! You’re my cousin and best friend!”




  “If you insist, then, I guess he’s … all right,” Kari answered and began skinning her kill.




  “Just all right?”




  Kari shrugged. “Yes, all right He’s too stocky for my taste.”




  “You mean muscular, exotic. He’s eye candy after living with people so skinny they look as if they’re about to pass out.”




  “You asked me what I thought! I’m just being honest. He’s fine for you. Look at it this way, at least I won’t be competition, because you know who’d win.” Kari smiled, and Lourdes threw an acorn at her stomach.




  “Well,” Lourdes said, “it doesn’t matter what you think anyway. Why should I care?” She dumped a load of vegetables into the bowl with some force. Carrot chunks flew everywhere.




  “That’s right, it doesn’t matter,” Kari said. Her cousin was such a hot head sometimes. She didn’t seem to have inherited any of her dad’s earth reaume traits. And how strange that no one had ever heard of the different types of reaume having children together until Lourdes was born, and now here were the products of two mixed marriages. Who could have guessed that could happen? And they were falling in love, or her cousin was anyway.




  “So, why did this guy come here anyway?” she asked.




  “That’s the strange thing,” Lourdes told her. “He’s been here for months and as you know, last night was the first time we really talked. We walked up to Hot Springs and watched the sun set. He told me he actually flew here to meet me! We’re the only two on this earth who share more than one reaume heritage.




  “A match made in heaven,” muttered Kari as she rolled her eyes.”




  Lourdes bumped Kari with her ample hip, but she recovered and tipped a carved wood pitcher of water over the food. Ringing the outer edge of the fire lay masses of large stones. Kari sifted through them with wool-lined tongs, plucking one after another, hoisting them over to the bowl and dropping them in. As she did so, the water began to steam.




  “Do you know what he said?” Lourdes asked, eyes shining. “He said when he first came here to meet me, he didn’t expect me to be so beautiful! He’s perfect, I tell you, perfect!” She collapsed dreamily into a maple recliner, lashed together with sinew, standing near the cooking pot, and turned her attention to the fire.




  “You can’t end up with him. You’d leave me all alone here,” Kari said, collapsing onto the chair beside her cousin’s and wiping sweat from her rosy face.




  “It’s not like we’re getting married already. We just met.”




  “So, if you didn’t know about him, then how come he knew about you?” Kari asked.




  “Do you remember that man who visited us from the palace last year? He was some sort of scientist. He came to ask about anomalies.”




  “Oh, you mean the ambassador, Einar.”




  “Yes, well, Einar told him about me. That’s how he knew to come here. He also said to send any who had anomalies to the palace for an experimental treatment,” Lourdes said and hesitated. “But then, no one who went with him ever returned.”




  “Oh, yes, I remember,” Kari said slowly. Her expression shadowed with the darkening sky. A storm was brewing.







  



  THE PRESENT




  Part 1




  
Forest








  



  Chapter 1




  Earth Reaume




  “How long until we get there?” Lahcen called to his brother and sister from behind, his black, wooly hair beaded with drops of water. He surfed an accumulating stream, drawn from the breadth of surrounding plant life.




  “I suppose it depends on how many sirens we meet along the way to put you guys under a spell. It was Khalid’s turn last time. Now it’s you!” Qeriya teased, her mahogany eyes flaming with mischief as her slight frame wended around a tree to surprise him.




  He skidded to a stop and sent a wave rolling towards Qeriya, but she back-peddled in time to avoid getting wet. It seemed Lahcen’s ability to produce surf had waned from their time in the rainforest. What he managed here, in the old forest, was certainly larger than anything he could muster back home in the desert, but looked like a puddle compared to the wave he’d ridden during their stay with the fire reaume.




  Her throat constricted as she thought of her newfound fire manipulating cousins and friends in the rainforest. They’d been through so much together. And it was hard to leave, but they had to help their parents before it was too late. The king could decide to terminate his ‘guests’ at any moment.




  “Ha-ha, very funny, Qeriya,” Khalid called, swinging from tree to tree like an orangutan, flaxen hair bouncing with each swing. His broad shoulders and slim frame curved effortlessly around branches, propelling him with super strength. “How was I supposed to know Anna put me under a spell?”




  “Perhaps you’re still under it. It sure took you long enough to tell her goodbye,” Qeriya teased again. She navigated bundles of deciduous leaves, occasionally getting close enough to feel their feathery texture on her cheeks and hands; carefully avoiding getting tangled in the branches or losing her hold on Doctor Michael, who reclined in a floating bubble of air behind her.




  Khalid didn’t laugh. His prominent brow converged to make him look downright scary in the fluorescent light of a clouded sky.




  “Hey, I was only kidding!”




  “That may be, but, perhaps you have a point. I can’t seem to shake her.”




  “You’re going to have to, at least enough so that we don’t end up turning back,” Lahcen chimed in from behind, his surf spraying them. Qeriya moved a little faster to get ahead of him.




  “Don’t worry. I do miss Anna, but I’ve got it under control. So, our plan is to meet up with the earth reaume?”




  “No!” Doctor Michael’s voice came from atop his floating bed. Going through the human village will be much safer. The king will expect you to join the earth reaume. I’ll rest easier when we’re at the village.”




  “You’re awake? I thought you were resting easy?” Qeriya asked, disillusioned.




  “I’ve been awake. Who can sleep knowing a pack of soldiers could find us at any minute? Now that we’re away from the fire reaume, we don’t have the manpower we once did.”




  “Don’t you mean fire power? Try not to worry, Uncle. We can deal with a skirmish if it comes our way.” Qeriya tried to sound light, but felt a tremor of anxiety in her gut for the old family friend they’d only recently discovered to be their uncle. He wasn’t completely recovered from the scourge of time spent as a prisoner of the king at the volcano. Ever since they had found her parents unconscious, she worried even more for the family she had left.




  “That’s what bothers me!” he grumbled. “Just leave me at the nearest human village, and I’ll take care of myself. Anyhow, you’ve got to be tired of levitating your lanky uncle. It’s not easy to navigate me through these oak trees, I’m sure.”




  “I don’t mind!” she exclaimed, giving him a warm grin. He smiled back, wide and playful, unlike his usual serious self. She supposed it was freedom from the oppressive hidden surveillance back home that cheered him up. “Compared to lifting a rock fortress, you’re a few grains of sand!”




  “Hardly,” he said and slowly lay his head back down.




  “She wants to levitate your bed because she knows that once she stops, she’s fair game for a lightning strike,” Lahcen sneered as he surfed in between Khalid and her, splashing his sister’s leg with water.




  “You tickle me and I’ll put you in a coma!” Qeriya swiped at the air behind him but failed to produce any coherent maneuver whatsoever. Instead, breathing into her cupped hand, she threw her breath like a ball at Lahcen’s nose.




  “That’s disgusting! What’d you eat for breakfast, fish?” Lahcen shouted, choking on the flood of warm breath entering his lungs, coughing and sputtering as he spoke.




  Qeriya picked up her pace uphill and then plunged down the other side. Doctor Michael clutched his blanket with white knuckles. They caught up to Khalid once more, his backpack snug against him as his strong arms fielded branches.




  “Sorry about that crazy ride,” Qeriya called to her passenger. “I had to get away from Lahcen before I did some real damage. She grinned. “Here, let me prop you up a bit so you can see everything.” She thickened the air behind his back.




  “Ah, that’s better.” He folded the blankets under his chin.




  The cloud cover broke. Sunlight filtered through a colorful canopy, extending a few warm rays onto the chilly floor. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw someone moving in the woods. At least, there seemed to be a person in her peripheral vision, but when she looked, there was no sign of anyone. She stopped and listened, putting her hand up to signal the others to stop. They scanned the area, watching and waiting without a word.




  “Perhaps it’s a deer,” Doctor Michael said at last.




  “A deer?” Lahcen added.




  “Deer meat’s tasty, especially in a turnip stew, a specialty of the human village we’re heading to next,” Doctor Michael explained. “It’s located past these hills, nestled in a meadow.




  “Even though I’ve never tasted turnips, you make them sound so yummy I’m getting hungry,” Qeriya said.




  “We’ll be there soon and you can get a nice meal. Certainly a nicer meal than anything you would get in the desert,” Doctor Michael said.




  “Nothing could possibly be better than home cooking! I miss the desert so much.” A little pain flickered in her stomach as she spoke. “I especially miss maize tortillas smothered with beans and Khalid’s salsa.




  “You miss the desert, not just your parents, but the desert?” Doctor Michael asked, sitting up straight in surprise. “But it’s such a hard life there.”




  “Hard? My life’s been hard since I left. And I certainly don’t miss my parents working in the salt flats, but I do miss home. Working hard for everything just made it taste better. There’s no place more beautiful in the entire world, I just know it. Not even the rainforest.”




  “Sometimes I don’t understand you.” Doctor Michael sat up again, wearing a quizzical expression as he studied Qeriya. His short hair stood on end from a prolonged time lying down, while his brown eyes appeared empty as surprise and exhaustion canceled each other out. He resembled a boy forced to wake up in the morning for school.




  “It’s true,” she said, drifting along at a steady clip. “I miss the desert. I just wish the Wadi wasn’t drying up. I want to go back ...” she faltered.




  Doctor Michael didn’t answer, but bowed his head. She was glad he didn’t say anything. Her grief was too raw. What she wouldn’t give to curl up with her mom once again to a nice shoulder rub and a nighttime lullaby.




  “Not an option to go back I’m afraid,” Doctor Michael said at last.




  Qeriya towed him ahead of the others and they led the procession for some time in silence. As they climbed hill after hill, the air thinned and lost humidity. More light trickled through the canopy. She saw movement. Branches snapped to her right. She scanned the direction of the disturbance and saw the familiar ten-foot frame of a giant soldier leap towards her. Spinning to her left, turning Doctor Michael with her, she darted out of the way.




  “Soldiers!” she warned, but her brothers were already on guard.




  Lahcen pounced upon the one who had attacked her. “How dare you hurt my sister!” His thick frame was slight compared to the giant. Still, Lahcen successfully pounded the attacker’s face with his fists.




  Khalid wrenched at another soldier’s arm and flung him against a tree. The giant whammed into the trunk and wobbled back and forth before falling to his knees. Khalid drew a rock to his reach and smashed it onto the giant’s head. Two more soldiers appeared from behind Khalid, grabbing his arms. He used their grasp to kick his legs high into the air, looping his knees over a low tree branch. Whipping them upside down, he slammed them to the ground. Summoning more rocks as a magnet would metal, he pummeled these onto the soldiers’ heads.




  Qeriya scanned for more lurking soldiers and found a few heads peering from behind trees. An unmanned hovercraft sat in their midst. She couldn’t tell how many more were hidden. One sent a dart in her direction, but so sensitive was she to its flight through the air, she easily moved out of the way. It whizzed by her and stuck into a tree. She twirled air into mini cyclones that spun about the trees, uprooting the hidden figures from their hiding places. They whirled in circles until dizzy and she dropped them, disoriented, to the ground.




  Three more soldiers pulled Lahcen from the one he was already wrestling. Before Qeriya could help, he drew water from the air to clap onto the soldiers’ mouths and noses, suffocating them. They yanked fruitlessly on their death masks until they passed out and fell down. Their work done, the masks rolled off of their mouths and seeped into the ground.




  The combatants Qeriya had disoriented were crawling onto their hands and knees, about to rise again. She and her brothers would have to run or else kill the lot of them. Before she could do anything, she heard Khalid call to her.




  “Brace yourselves!” Branches slithered around her waist, and Doctor Michael’s insulated container, gripping them tight. The branches then flung them forward, to be caught by more branches and flung again.




  “Khalid, is that you?” she called as they were whisked from tree to tree, careening through the hilly forest. Rattled, she glanced back. Khalid raced towards her, but a soldier was close on his tail. How did the king find them? Where was Lahcen? She could no longer see him. As the sounds of conflict grew further away, the branches began to subside. They set her and Doctor Michael down by a meandering stream.




  “The soldiers must’ve been camouflaged in the trees. Most of them were heading for you,” Khalid told Qeriya, appearing suddenly beside her.




  “It figures. I’m the weakest link since I have a passenger.”




  “You need to move upstream. Take Doctor Michael and hide. I have to help Lahcen.”




  Doctor Michael pulled himself back to a sitting position. “But—”




  “No!” Qeriya hissed. “You need me, too! I can’t stand by and watch you fight without helping!”




  “Listen!” Doctor Michael tried again.




  “You also shouldn’t endanger Doctor Michael. Now get going!”




  “Khalid!” Doctor Michael yelled. But Khalid had his hands full with the giant who had been in hot pursuit.




  Qeriya forced a swallow. Khalid was right about Doctor Michael, but somehow that didn’t make it easier. She flew, fast but careful, upstream with her passenger.




  “I’ve been trying to tell you not to go this way!” Doctor Michael exclaimed, frustration plain in his voice. “They came from this direction! I don’t think we should veer off course!”




  “This is the way Khalid directed me,” Qeriya replied doggedly. “Anyhow, if they came from this direction, they won’t expect us to escape that way.”




  “Listen to me, you stubborn girl! I’ve been consistently ignored and now you need to listen!” the doctor ordered nearly in a fit of rage, in contrast to his usually controlled demeanor.




  “Not now, later! We’re going upstream! It’s my decision! That’s what Khalid told me to do and I’m not losing my brothers!” Qeriya snapped.




  There was a pause that she chose not to fill with further argument. Doctor Michael had succeeded in calming his voice although his irritation was still obvious as he persisted in stating his case. Qeriya ignored him. All of her energy went to maneuvering far away from the attack. They flew up the creek for some time, along a valley carved into the hills.




  Suddenly, she became aware of a strong presence behind her. Swinging Doctor Michael to the side, she flipped around to blast the enemy with hot air, almost colliding with ... “Lahcen!” Leaping off of his wave, he jumped over her head, leaving her snorting a nose full of icy water from his surf. Grimly, she maintained hold of her charge.




  “What are you doing here?” Qeriya spluttered, coughing what felt like a quart of water from her lungs. “I thought you and Khalid were fighting?”




  “We fought just enough until they backed off, then we escaped to come help you.”




  “Are you sure about that?” Qeriya asked, sinking to the ground, shivering with cold. “I’m not feeling all that helped right now.” Glancing at Doctor Michael, she saw he was in no better state.




  “I need to get you and Doctor Michael further away,” Lahcen told her.




  Qeriya pushed herself off a rug of brittle, brown leaves and stood up. Scanning the area, she could see no sign of anyone. Quickly breathing into her hands, she swirled warm air around Doctor Michael, wrapping him in a miniature tornado. Before long he was dry and she gently lay him down on the ground near the gushing creek, still wrapped in blankets, one tucked under his head, before drying herself off.




  “Where is Khalid?” she asked turning to Lahcen, eclipsing Doctor Michael from both her sight and his for a moment.




  “He’s not far behind me.”




  “A moment later, she spotted Khalid leaping between branches to catch up, his worried face growing clear as he approached.




  “Where’s Doctor Michael?” he asked.




  “He’s right ...” Qeriya began, but he wasn’t where she’d laid him. She and Lahcen scoured the terrain, but there was no sign.




  “He was just here!” Qeriya exclaimed.




  “Let’s fan out and circle around,” Khalid whispered. “Whistle for help if you find him. They launched outward in three equidistant directions and circled around, leafing through the forest for some sign of their uncle.




  Qeriya tried to suppress her growing panic as she completed her circle with no sign of him. Just as defeat settled over her, she heard Khalid’s piercing whistle.




  “There!” Khalid shouted, pointing as she and Lahcen hurried towards him. In the distance, two giants hoisted a now unconscious Doctor Michael into a camouflage hovercraft near a steep hill forming one side of the valley. One soldier climbed into the pilot’s seat, while the other maneuvered the doctor.




  Qeriya and her brothers lifted into the air, dive-bombing the craft just as it powered forward. Khalid landed on the front of the vehicle, blocking the pilot’s view and forcing her to stop. Swiftly drawing rocks to rain down on the hovercraft hood, he leapt onto an overhanging branch to get out of the way.




  Qeriya repressed a cheer as the small avalanche succeeded in puncturing a hole through the craft, but her relief was short lived. “No!” she screamed as a rock towards the outer edge of the cluster bounced off the hood, hitting the Doctor in the head.




  Lahcen body slammed the distracted soldier holding onto Doctor Michael. The giant went down like a felled tree. Qeriya scooped up a limp Doctor Michael, and took to the air, putting as much distance between them and the scene as quickly as possible, her brothers following close behind as they sliced through the air in single file.




  “Where are they?” Qeriya asked after a long and winding sprint.




  “They’re out of commission,” Lahcen said. He moved up beside her. “There’s no way they can catch us without their hovercraft. They’re strong, but they don’t move all that fast.”




  Khalid nodded in agreement. He gestured for them to depart from the stream and head for the hills.




  “How is he?” Lahcen asked.




  “He’s breathing, but unconscious,” Qeriya answered. She stopped on the gently sloping brae of the hill, lowered her uncle to the ground and cradled his head in her hands.




  Khalid and Lahcen removed his outer robe, exposing his battered limbs. Scanning for injuries, they found nothing urgent.




  “Here’s where the rock hit his head,” Qeriya said, gently probing the egg shaped swelling. “There’s a big lump – but no blood.”




  “He’s unconscious, but otherwise he seems all right,” Khalid said, his eyes troubled. “Although ... look here, on his upper arm. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s a drawing!”




  “Is that a lion head?” Qeriya asked.




  “I think so,” Khalid echoed.




  “Maybe it’s just temporary art,” Lahcen said, squirting water onto it and trying to wipe it off, but the picture remained untouched.




  “We’ll have to ask him about it when he wakes up,” Khalid decided.




  “Who are you?”




  Qeriya lifted her gaze to see two young men with pale hair standing above them. Bows and clusters of arrows were slung over their shoulders. It was the first time she’d seen hair as light as her mother’s. The strangers wore soft, tan colored clothes, adorned with woven patterns of orange and red, matching the soft, autumn hues of the leaves falling around them.




  “Who are you?” she asked.




  “I believe we asked you that question first. You’re humans in earth reaume territory after all,” the taller of the two responded.




  “You’re earth reaume? Glad to hear it!” Qeriya breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that reaume were by nature peace loving.




  “It seems I’ve answered you first. Now who are you? Are you lost?”




  Qeriya shook her head. “We’re travelers. We’ve just left the fire reaume. There was a battle between the king and the fire reaume at the volcano—”




  “Yes, we know,” the other reaume interrupted. “We were just on our way to see for ourselves how the fire reaume were doing.”




  “They’re recuperating,” Qeriya told him. “We fought alongside them. We won, but even so, just now we were ambushed by the king’s soldiers.”




  “The king’s here – in our territory?” The taller one asked, astonishment written across his round face.




  “We left them a long way back,” Khalid chipped in. “There were only a few soldiers. I don’t think they mean to attack your reaume. It was only a skirmish. They almost got our uncle. We managed to get him back, but he’s been injured.” Khalid glanced down at the still figure, his eyes still troubled.” Can you help us?” he asked. “He’s alive, but he’s unconscious.”




  “We have healers who may be able to help. Our village is a short ways from here, across the stream.”




  “Thank you,” Khalid answered, relieved.




  “So, what are your names?” Qeriya asked after first introducing her brothers and herself.




  “I’m Karl, and this is my brother, Olaf,” the taller of the two brothers said. His hair resembled strands of pale silk dusting strong shoulders and framing a cheerful face with a welcoming smile.




  Olaf nodded, but stood apart from his brother, slender and quiet, hands dangerously close to his bow and arrows. Pale waves framed soft brown eyes that held a controlled strength. His movements were slow and calm, unlike the assertive hospitality of his brother and he appraised them carefully, not as eager to trust as Karl.




  “And the man you’re with?” Karl asked.




  “His name’s Doctor Michael. He’s our uncle.”




  Karl moved closer. “Doctor Michael’s your uncle you say?”




  “Yes.”




  “I see he has a tattoo of a lion head on his upper arm,” Karl noted, and Olaf gripped his bow. “Did you know that?”




  “We just noticed it when we were inspecting him for injuries. He normally wears long robes that cover his arms, so it’s not been visible before,” Khalid said. “Why, is it important?”




  Olaf slid an arrow out of his quiver and pointed it directly at the unconscious Doctor. The three siblings exchanged stunned looks, automatically bracing for an attack.




  “Wait!” Qeriya said urgently. “What’s wrong?”




  Karl gestured toward the image. “That tattoo’s reserved for people in the royal court.”




 “Would you ... would you like a coffee?” Einar stammered. His heart was in his throat. It surprised him that he’d got the words out at all. He’d figured he would just trip over his tongue and make a fool of himself, but it was better than stewing about her and never saying anything.




  Alexis turned her lovely head of long, pale curls, caught by a bow clip at the nape of her neck, and smiled, displaying perfect, white teeth. “I’m afraid I don’t drink coffee, but thanks.” Alexis turned back to her lab write up.




  Einar was trembling as it was, and now she’d said no. Her rejection zapped the strength out of his legs and he collapsed into a nearby chair, flushed and sweating. He had finally gone and asked her out. Hopefully this would put an end to his horrible panic attacks.







    



  Chapter 2




  Waterfall




  “That’s impossible! There’s no way he works for the king! He’s our uncle! He helped us escape from the royal family, and he’s trying to help us save our parents! He gave us a book with maps to help us find them!” Qeriya begged as she faced them, her nostrils inflated, like a bull ready to charge.




  Lahcen’s feet brushed the ground, disturbing the leaves as he moved closer to the strangers. The gentle breeze grew stronger, swirling the rusted leaves about. Sweat dripped from Lahcen’s brow as a gnarled twig snapped underfoot.




  “Hold on, give me a second,” Khalid announced, pulling the book from his pack. Qeriya couldn’t see how that would help. If the two didn’t trust Doctor Michael, then why would they trust his book? Khalid paged through the journal for Karl to see, as he and Olaf slowly lowered their weapons.. For the moment, the situation appeared to be diffused.




  “Giving you this doesn’t prove he’s safe,” Karl said, his eyebrows furrowed in suspicion. “Listen, I’d love to admit I’m wrong, but until we know for sure, we have to monitor him. He shot his brother a glance before turning back to them as Olaf nodded solemnly. “An ambassador from the king used to visit our village. He told everyone he was working on treatments for anomalies, and that turned out to be a lie. Your uncle may be a spy.”




  “A spy? Ridiculous,” Qeriya mumbled.




  “So, you have genetic disorders, like humans do?” Lahcen asked, in attempts to redirect the conversation.




  “What?”




  “The anomalies, they’re a collection of disorders caused by years of genetic manipulation.”




  Karl frowned. “I still don’t understand what you’re saying.”




  “Oh, never mind. You call them anomalies, right?”




  “Yes,” Olaf said. “I’m concerned that our mom or dad may have ...” He paused abruptly, swiping his forearm across his eyes. Clearing his throat, he continued, “Anyhow, nothing ever came of the doctor’s research. And any who go to the palace never return. Our mom was supposed to have a baby, but something went wrong. We’re afraid they may’ve gone there out of desperation. Even after all that’s happened, they can’t accept that the king wants to harm them.”




  Qeriya softened her guard. “That’s where our parents are too,” she said with a mournful expression.




  A wave of opal light overcame them as clouds closed ranks overhead. The colors glowed with concentrated abundance, rivaling those back home in the desert.




  “There’s still a ways to go before we get home, Olaf,” said Karl, tugging gently on his brother’s sleeve. “We need to start back.” Addressing the others, he said, “We’ll take you to our village, and you can stay the night with us. We’ll have to watch Doctor Michael, but our healers can help him.”




  “Can you assure me they will help and not hurt him?” Qeriya interrogated Olaf.




  “Of course! We’d never hurt him! We’re only being cautious,” Olaf asserted.




  “Good!” Qeriya announced, standing stiff, her voice crisp.




  “Well, definitely not human,” Karl said to his brother.




  They set off walking with their new acquaintances, Qeriya once more levitating Doctor Michael in midair for travel. Pretty soon, they found themselves passing from a forest of trees with leaves to one where bunches of sharp green sticks covered the branches. Lahcen felt the tip of one, flinching as it pricked his finger.




  “You’re not from here, are you?” Karl asked. The corner of his mouth rising in a half-smile as he glanced sideways at Lahcen.




  “Why do you ask, don’t I fit in?” he asked, throwing the green needle away with a certain amount of vehemence. He rubbed the slight sting from his finger.




  Karl faced him squarely, the half-grin growing into a full sized smile. His eyes twinkled. “No, you don’t fit in. No one here’s afraid of pine needles. They’re no different than leaves.” Picking a needle, he demonstrated by poking it into the back of his hand until it snapped.”




  “Don’t mind him.” Olaf laughed. “My brother likes to mess with people.”




  “We’d heard there was an attack on the fire reaume when we were young,” said Lahcen as they followed Olaf. “Do you know anything about that?”




  Olaf nodded. “First to be attacked were the fire reaume, and then the rainforest humans. Many fire reaume were killed. They marched the humans into a desert prison. Grandmother can tell you more about what happened. She knows the history. We were only little when it happened,” Olaf explained as they ascended a steep ridge.




  “We grew up in that desert prison,” Khalid informed them.




  “Wow!” Karl added, admiringly. “You survived the wasteland?”




  Qeriya’s blood began to boil. She spun around to face the others, rolling her eyes and placing her hands on her hips. “It was not a wasteland! Why does everyone call it that? It may’ve been a prison, but it was home, and it was beautiful!”




  “Don’t mind her,” Lahcen apologized, panting from the climb. He shot his sister a quelling look and grabbed a fast breath. “Qeriya, they don’t mean to insult anyone. Let’s not make things any worse!”




  He smiled feebly at the reaume. “She misses home. But I’m just happy to visit places that have water!” He caught his breath and smelled the crisp air. It was cold and drier than the vast mist of the rainforest. He could smell clean water and heard it running in the distance, getting louder as they walked: far louder than the stream from which they had come. “What is that sound?” he asked, overcome with curiosity.




  “That’s a waterfall. We’ll cross it shortly before reaching home,” Karl answered.




  “What’s a waterfall?” Lahcen asked between gulps of air. His head grew hotter by the second, while his heart thumped all the way up into his brain from exertion. “It sounds fantastic, especially now. He sucked in another deep breath.”




  Karl’s face swelled with pride. “It is! You’ll see for yourself right after we climb over this hill. There’s a gorge on the other side.”




  “I’ve got to see this!” Lahcen chuckled delightedly, rubbing his hands together in anticipation.




  “If this Doctor Michael was in your desert prison, then perhaps he got in trouble with the king or else maybe he was sent there to spy on you all,” Olaf reasoned.




  “Neither,” Qeriya said curtly. “He volunteered his time to serve there.”




  A short time later, they reached the top of the hill. Lahcen glanced down to find the source of white noise that had grown so loud he could no longer hear the others speak. Volumes of water tumbled down smooth boulders, turning from clear to plumes of white as it smashed against rocks in the pooling stream below. A large, wooden log was their path over this fast flowing wadi, a stream much larger than the one he had known growing up. But while the others walked across the log and Doctor Michael floated in the air, Lahcen elected to wade.




  “No! Don’t!” Karl yelled from atop the bridge. “It’s cold, and the current’s fierce!”




  “He’ll be fine,” Khalid told him calmly. He laughed. “I certainly plan to take your advice, but Lahcen’s precisely in his element.”




  Karl and Olaf panicked as Lahcen entered the frigid stream. Hurrying across the bridge they hopped down the steep bank to watch as Lahcen waded towards the middle.




  “No! Don’t do it! Don’t go in!” they chorused.




  Lahcen ignored their warning. As the water approached his waist, he giggled at the encroaching cold. The current took his feet from beneath him, carrying him swiftly downstream and he caught a glimpse of Olaf and Karl leaping like squirrels onto nearby pine branches.




  “No! He’s fine, really! Don’t worry about him!” Khalid called, to no effect.




  Lahcen stole brief glances behind him between close encounters with protruding rocks; Olaf and Karl were catching up. They resembled rainforest lemurs as tree branches propelled them downstream. But he was still too far along to tell the concerned brothers that he was all right.




  Water had never tasted so fresh, and he savored every drop that splashed into his mouth. He felt the river surging down the steep grade. He sat upright and bent his legs to keep warm, using his hands to steer through rapids and avoid obstacles. Occasionally, the undertow flipped him and he righted himself. Forgetting everything else, he flew down the rapids, until he was plucked into the air by a pair of arms that grasped him around the chest and flung him onto the bank. Lahcen landed with a crunch on a pile of dried leaves. Above him, Olaf’s legs were wrapped around a branch, his hands holding Karl’s ankles. Olaf swung his brother to a nearby branch and both climbed down.




  “Are you all right?” Karl asked, but Lahcen only laughed. “Quit laughing,” Karl snapped. “It’s not funny! You scared us!”




  But Lahcen couldn’t stop. The earth reaume brothers looked like a couple of spooked monkeys as they stared at him, pursing their lips in annoyance.




  Khalid joined them just as Qeriya flew in.




  “Am I all right?” Lahcen laughed delightedly. “That was great fun!” He scrutinized Khalid, Olaf and Karl as they stood towering over him.




  Lahcen pushed to his feet and water rolled off of him and his clothes as if he were made of feathers. He stretched, noted Olaf’s confoundment and simply patted his new friend’s back. “It’s complicated.”




  “I guess so,” Olaf answered, leading them onward through the old forest. Suddenly he stopped, pointing to some bushes dotted with dark blue.




  “You’ve brought us to a patch of wild blueberries! Let’s get a snack and bring a bunch home for dinner while we’re at it! We’ll need to be quick, though, Grandmother will be worried if we don’t hurry,” he explained. “The clan didn’t really want us to go and check on what was happening when we saw signs of battle at the volcano. They were even more dead set against us going when it erupted. It took ages for us to get permission to check it out. ‘Course,” he added, “We don’t need to now we’ve met you.”




  “So how is it that the earth reaume didn’t help?” Khalid asked, his eyes and hands drawn to the trees around him as if learning their names. “How come you were the only ones to come?”




  “Earth reaume don’t approve of the king’s treatment of the fire reaume,” Karl said, “but most don’t want to get involved. We hate war, and while earth reaume are great fighters and weaponry craftsmen, we avoid conflict.”




  “Well, that reasoning sounds familiar,” Lahcen said while Khalid and Qeriya nodded.




  “Olaf and I believe that violence against the fire reaume is an attack on us,” Karl added, thrusting his impassioned hands this way and that for emphasis, in contrast to his mild, soft-spoken brother. “We believe they attack all reaume when they hurt the fire reaume. The fire reaume have already had numerous confrontations with the king and so far we’ve been spared because we’re cowards.”




  “No, not cowards,” Olaf argued. “Pacifists. It takes courage to be a pacifist, Karl,” he said, looking earnestly at his brother. He swung back to the three siblings. “Although, Karl and I believe that in this case pacifism is misguided. The king’s out to destroy all reaume, and he’s hurting our world. Most of the others don’t seem to realize that that’s a good reason to fight!”




  Lahcen plucked a few plump berries and put them in his mouth, where they exploded into sweet, mildly tart juice. While the rest gathered berries, more ended up in Lahcen’s stomach than in the expandable leather bags provided; he couldn’t get enough. More bushes called to him, and he wandered away from the group like a child determined not to share his spoils.




  Moments later, he bristled at a sudden noise among the bushes. “Don’t you dare!” he warned, but there was no answer.




  “Hey, I mean it!” Then he smiled. “Who’s trying to scare me? Qeriya? Khalid?”




  The only response was another rustling of branches. Swiftly surfing toward the sound, he saw an image disappear before his eyes. All he could make out was that it was either a person or a reaume, but that was the extent of his knowledge. Surfing back to the group, he found everyone still bunched together, chatting with one another.




  “Okay, which one of you tried to scare me just now?” he asked. “I don’t know how you did it, but it really freaked me out!” Blank stares greeted his words.




  “Are you protecting the guilty party?” He grinned. “Wise move, because I’m gonna get them back.”




  Khalid shook his head. “We’ve all been here the whole time. In fact, we were just wondering where you’d wandered off to.”




  “You’re messing with me?”




  “No, honest!” Khalid looked to the others for support and they nodded in agreement, without even a glimmer of a smile.




  “Maybe it was an animal, a small black bear perhaps? Bears love berries,” Olaf ventured.




  “It wasn’t an animal!” Lahcen said exasperated. “Do you have ghosts in this forest?”




  “No,” Olaf said.




  “Then it had to be one of you!”




  “No, really, Lahcen, we’ve all been here the entire time. I’m perfectly serious. You’re the only one who wandered off. Nobody tried to scare you!” Khalid insisted.




  Lahcen was about to argue when Olaf interjected.




  “I think we need to get back. It’ll be dusk before we reach home at this rate,” he said, setting off at a brisk pace. Left with no choice, the siblings hurried after him, mouths stained purple, clutching bags full of berries.




  They forged ahead in silence for some time, Lahcen had refrained from asking how much further they had to go out of respect for his hosts. As he sensed the sun burrowing under the planet from behind the hills, he saw flickering firelight in the distance.




  “Here we are,” Karl announced proudly.




  They entered an expansive clump of trees connected with woven vines and tree bridges. Shelters dotted the canopy, circling a clearing where a bonfire raged. Earth reaume conglomerated around tables and chairs placed around the fire, cooking their dinners on grates or in pots. They spoke quietly with one another, in contrast to the playful bustle of the fire reaume.”




  Approaching the fire, they found Olaf and Karl’s grandmother stirring a large iron kettle. She wore a colorful shawl around her shoulders made from thick wool. Her hair was blonde and she looked youthful, more like their mother than grandmother. The earth reaume villagers were dressed in soft brown hide, male and female alike, but each carried different weapons or tools in packs similar to the one Khalid wore. The reaume studied them with intense interest, especially a gaggle of females who peered through infatuated eyes at Olaf and Karl. Camouflaged amid the greens and browns of the forest, hiding their faces and slipping behind obstacles to avoid a direct gaze, they sent penetrating glances at the visitors.




  “The volcano’s back to normal. The king gained control of it, but the fire reaume fought back and won!” Karl announced proudly to everyone within earshot. His grandmother squeezed him and his brother in relief. The others slowly funneled into the open to lift their cups and smile at the newcomers.




  “I’ve been so worried about you!” she exclaimed, giving them both a tight hug.




  The pot held a fragrant smelling stew, simmering over a heap of hot coals, and Lahcen found his mouth gushing saliva as he savored the aroma.




  “This is our grandma, Kari,” Olaf introduced. “And Grandma, this is Lahcen, Khalid, and Qeriya.” He paused. “They also rescued someone from the volcano prison. A man named Doctor Michael.” There was a subdued gasp and some muttering from the gathering crowd as Qeriya floated Doctor Michael towards the evening fire.




  “Doctor Michael?” Grandmother asked.




  “He’s our uncle.”




  Kari moved to Doctor Michael, eyeing and circling him for some time.




  “The concern we have, Grandma, is that while he says he’s their uncle and was captured by the king, he also bears the royal tattoo,” Karl explained. He grasped Doctor Michael’s forearm and positioned it for Kari to see clearly in the firelight.




  Kari bent closer, carefully examining the tattoo.




  Lahcen heard her gasp as the ladle dropped from her hand and she collapsed in a heap on the ground.




  Oh no! Not again! It couldn’t be happening again! Alexis had already rejected him once, what more did his subconscious mind have to be afraid of now? She was so beautiful, even walking down a dark, dank hallway. Leaning against the wall, he inched his way to the floor, his breathing constricted, his heart thumping, sweat pouring from him like tears; his body crying from humiliation.




  She rushed over to him right away, squatting down, putting a hand on his shoulder, which made him feel even worse.




  “Are you all right?”




  He wanted to tell her that he’d be fine, but he could barely breathe. “Panic attack,” he squeaked.




  “I’ll stay with you until you feel better.”




  He shook his head violently. “No! Please, no.”




  How could he possibly explain to her? He’d graduated top of his class, just like her. He was the essence of discipline and control. He’d withstood and excelled in numerous competitions over the years. He’d even been mugged while walking home from school without losing his head or suffering anything remotely approaching a panic attack. The first one came on when he heard her give a presentation in his nanotech grad class, and he hadn’t even met her then!




  He’d gone to counseling and the counselor advised him to try talking to her. “Just say, hi,” he’d said.




  Little did he know that his attempt at ‘hi’ would turn into: ‘Do you want a coffee?’ He’d jumped ahead of the program. In his defense, not much made sense when she was around.




  “No, no, I can’t leave you like this,” she insisted.




  He looked directly at her, with no other recourse. If he wanted to breathe again, he had to speak. “It’s ... you. You’re the trigger. Go ... and I’ll ... stop,” he stammered, sweating profusely now.




  “Oh!” Alexis blushed. Standing up, she walked out of his line of vision.




  He doubled over and stared at the floor, humiliated.







    



  Chapter 3




  “Origins”




  Grandma, you gave us quite a scare,” Karl said, fussing around Kari. They were sitting on the ground, hoping the cool earth might help to revive her. “Do you feel ready to sit in the chair again?”




  “Oh, yes, I’m feeling quite myself now. I must have got too hot by the fire.” Kari tittered.




  Lahcen thought she looked flustered and nervous as she began to rise. Karl and Olaf helped her into a chair. Lahcen, Khalid and Qeriya stood.




  “I’ve never seen you faint before, Grandma,” Olaf said.




  “Yes, it’s unusual, but there’s a first time for everything,” she said, chattering away as if nothing remarkable had happened.




  “So, what do you think of this Doctor Michael? I thought he might be that ambassador sent by the king, you know, the one you told us about?” Karl asked.




  Kari sat back in her chair, an incredulous expression washing over her face. “I know that to you, all old people are the same age, but this man’s way too young to be the ambassador. He’s your parents’ age. Einar, the ambassador, was my age. I never met his wife, Alexis, but they were both scientists and medical doctors at the palace.”




  “Do you recognize that tattoo?” Khalid asked, once Kari was comfortably settled.




  “Yes,” she began and rubbed her eyes. “Yes, I’m familiar with it.” She spoke with trepidation and offered no more thoughts.




  “Do you know how our uncle ended up with this tattoo on his forearm?” Khalid asked.




  Kari gave him a long look. “The only people who use this tattoo are royalty, and those in the royal circle. That’s their trademark. It’s the only way everyone knows they’re part of the royal circle. That ambassador, Einar, had a tattoo much like the one on this man’s arm. He showed me special markings on it that are particularly unique and can’t be forged. This Doctor Michael appears to have them. Actually ...”
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