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Sydney’s Note to Reader
 
Too much has happened for me to recap the entire story up to this point. But for those of you who haven’t read the first three books, I’ll just point out a few important things so you won’t be totally lost.
My name is Sydney. I was your normal high-school senior until the Fae moved in across the street and I was introduced to the paranormal Fae world of Avalon residing in the first dimension and the Lizard People, the Brotherhood of the Snake, which lurks in the second. Apparently, the Fae had been protecting the Earth for years from the Lizard People who live off of our negative emotions and want to keep us in a constant state of terror while they figure out how to escape the Second Dimension to invade Earth.
One of the Fae Fate Trackers sent to Earth was Rafael, a blond-haired Light Fae of royal blood who looked more like a high-tech Navy SEAL than any kin of Tinkerbelle’s. I fell hard for him. To my surprise, he fell just as hard for me.
As a Fate Tracker, he was searching for the ‘Blue-Threaded’, those fated to make a choice that would either be disastrous or beneficial to all, those who could affect the balance of the three dimensions that are anchored together by the Tree of Life (Avalon in the first, the Lizard People in the second, and Earth in the third). The Fate Trackers had discovered there was a human who carried an extraordinary Blue Thread of Fate, an unusually strong one.
That human was me.
Rafael’s counterpart Fate Tracker, the Dark Fae named Jareth, had come to Earth posing as a Rock Star (becoming an extraordinarily famous one along the way). But through the course of events, we discovered that he and Rafael were actually half-brothers, sharing the same father. DNA-wise, anyway. Rafael’s father, Marquis, hadn’t seemed aware that Jareth was his son, either.
Jareth had been created as an experiment by Melody, the Head Fate Tracker, but we didn’t know why. And through it all, we discovered that she was actually evil, but just exactly what she was up to was still an unsolved mystery.
But then Rafael and Jareth both turned Blue-Threaded themselves, and they were also faced with a decision that would affect other’s destinies. Rafael’s choice had already come and gone, leaving him convinced that he’d made the wrong decision by choosing to defend me instead of following the Fae Queens’ orders to destroy me. He knew it was the wrong choice because his decision resulted in the single fate line that guaranteed he was destined to destroy the Tree of Life. Since it anchored the three dimensions that was clearly not a good thing. He was devastated, of course, but wanted to help me and Jareth feel better. So, he told us not to worry so much about making our own wrong Blue-Threaded choice, because he’d already ruined destiny for the rest of us anyway.
I wasn’t as pessimistic.
I mean, my Blue Thread was huge—much larger than theirs. I figured it could still give me the opportunity to fix things if I were to make the right choice, and just maybe I could change Rafael’s destiny.
It is what I hoped, anyway.
But Jareth’s Blue Thread … that was where I’d left off in the last book.
Apparently, Jareth’s choice was whether or not to join the Brotherhood of the Snake. I could see how it was a hard decision for him to make. I’d learned that he felt like he didn’t belong with the Fae, and the Lizard People could apparently communicate with him in a way that no one else could. And they also possessed the ability to mesmerize with their eyes and voices, and to make you want to do their bidding, even if it was to jump to your own death. They were that hard to resist.
They had surrounded Jareth in the coffee shop, Marquis possessed by a Mesmer (a lizard in the Second Dimension) and the rest of the Mesmers controlling the smaller chupacabra-like bodies that Melody had created on Earth for their use. Why she’d helped them out was anyone’s guess. We knew she wasn’t possessed, so it made little sense why a pureblood Fae would help out the enemy. Maybe it was to keep them diverted while she worked on creating Jareth. But that was still another mystery. Why create a Fae with Lizard DNA?
Anyway, we were all in Samantha’s coffee shop as the Mesmers slithered around, and we each of us shouted for Jareth to listen to what we were saying.
We were still under Jareth’s protection, and the Mesmers couldn’t mesmerize us at first, but then Jareth’s control wavered and we all started moving slower, as if in a dream. In horror, I watched Jareth pick up a knife and throw it at Rafael. It was a knife with an iron blade, and even though the wound didn’t seem particularly deep, the iron had caused Rafael to turn white and collapse at once. I removed the knife as quickly as I could, staunching his wound with my hand as I remembered to do from one of Al’s first-aid lectures. Rafael’s clear blood ran under my fingers as I watched Jareth’s face contort with a series of emotions, shock and anger the most prominent.
And then Jareth told us he was ‘one’ with the Brotherhood of the Snake, and a dark hole into the Second Dimension opened up in the center of the coffee shop.
And then I saw it.
The Mutant Tulpa, coming out of the hole. The Tulpa carefully cultivated like some kind of twisted plant, grown from years of pure human fear. The Tulpa that had tried to consume me and turn me into itself—the emotion of pure fear.
And at that moment, I felt that all was lost.



 
Chapter One – A Death Beyond Devastation
 
Dark emotions played over Jareth’s face as he stood in the center of Samantha’s coffee shop, every muscle in his sinewy body tense. His jet-black hair fell over his face as scales rippled across his cheekbones, black gleaming scales that crept up from the neck of his mahogany leather jacket to spread out over his skin in waves.
He looked terrifying. I’d gone full circle with him, thinking he was nasty to borderline evil and then feeling as if he were almost a brother. Now I was back to evil.
Shattered glass blanketed everything from the tables to the shoulders and hair of the catatonic customers as they sat frozen, some with coffee cups suspended in midair. Behind them stood the Fae Protectors with their silver pen-like trions raised, but their movements seemed slow and lethargic, and I knew they were struggling as hard as the rest of us to stop from being mesmerized by the Brotherhood of the Snake.
Rafael lay injured on the floor. His strong jaw clenched in pain and his hands in tight fists. His clear blood ran over my fingers as I pressed my palm down hard on his chest in an effort to staunch the wound.
“Help me! Call an ambulance!” I wanted to shout, but it was too hard to open my lips.
The Mesmers were gaining control, apparently Jareth’s protection over us was slipping.
Gritting my teeth, I forced my head to move, seeking anyone to assist me. Rafael wasn’t human. I wasn’t sure I was even applying first aid correctly.
My sluggish gaze found Rafael’s father, Marquis, standing close by. I detested Marquis completely, and I didn’t trust him for a second. But in the past, he’d still seemed to care for Rafael, even possessed as he was by a Lizard Person. He’d actually told Rafael that they were both his father, having raised him since birth.
But there was no help from Marquis this time. Marquis merely shrugged and swallowed, the tips of his wispy brown mustache quivering a little. He stood where he was, cradling Blondie’s injured body in his arms, petting him on the head like he was some kind of cat.
Blondie, the leader of the Lizard People, drew his lips back in the semblance of a grin as more hairless, gargoyle-like Mesmers poured down from the displaced white ceiling tiles above. I would never get used to their hideous appearance. They looked like a hairless, mange-eaten cross between a dog and an armadillo, with spikes protruding from their spines.
The stench of sulfur filled the air as the massive dark hole forming in the center of the room grew larger. It looked like a mini-galaxy spinning in midair.
The Mesmers began to chatter in earnest, clicking their tongues and licking their gray, cracked lips.
Out of that black hole, I saw the Mutant Tulpa crawling toward me, stretching its grotesque, wriggling tentacles out from the depths of the rotating blackness.
I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. Not because it was impossible to move. I wouldn’t have run, anyway, not with Rafael lying injured on the floor.
The Tulpa was moving slowly, and I knew it was coming for me. It would never leave me alone, not after almost consuming me. It was obviously determined to finish the job of converting me into itself—the pure emotion of fear. I could hear whispers in my mind. Horrible, dark, and terrifying whispers, calling for me to come closer. And even as terror raced through me, a sudden realization flooded me with hope.
It needed me to come closer. It couldn’t reach me. Not yet. For some reason, it was still barred from returning to Earth. All it could do was hover at the lip of the hole, crouched like a spider ready to spring. Its tentacles stretched towards me in a licking motion, as if it were feeding off me.
And then I realized it was. It was consuming my fear at that very moment. It was one of the hardest things I think I’ve ever done, but I forced my eyes away from it.
I couldn’t let my fear feed it and make it stronger.
The incoming flood of Mesmers had stopped. There must have been almost one hundred of them skittering around under the Tulpa’s dark hole, their red eyes glowing as their leader, Blondie, hopped out of Marquis’ arms and on top of the pastry case.
Still severely wounded from his encounter with Rafael’s Doberman, Ajax, his injuries still oozed blood and he’d lost an ear. He couldn’t move very well. But being a Mesmer he didn’t really need to. The danger was in the sound of his voice. It held the power to mesmerize the unprotected, to make them do his bidding. He’d put the entire coffee shop to sleep with a single word.
“Soon,” Blondie promised the Mesmers clambering about him. “Soon the Tulpa will roam Earth. The portal will open. Soon.”
They liked that.
I actually liked it, too, because it confirmed my suspicion that the Tulpa was still trapped somehow and wasn’t free to bop around as it pleased and eat me. Not yet, anyway.
Blondie stood on his hind legs and faced the Fae Protectors. “Sleep,” he ordered in a dark whisper of malice. “Jareth is one with the Brotherhood now. You have no choice but to obey.”
They’d already been mostly asleep, anyway, and his latest command finished the job. No sooner had he told them to sleep than Jareth’s protection runes—suspended on chains about their necks—crumbled into ashes.
The hair on the back of my neck rose in fear. “No, Jareth!” I gasped desperately in my mind. “You can’t join them. You can’t.”
Jareth stood there. His face expressionless. He wasn’t even looking at me. I wanted to run up to him, throw my arms around him and beg him to wake up from this horrible nightmare.
But it was so hard to move.
The Protectors stood there, frozen, their eyes unseeing as the Mesmers climbed their legs to perch on their heads and shoulders in mockery.
Feeling as if my head weighed a ton, I finally forced it to move once again, happy that I wasn’t mesmerized. Yet. I still wore my Faraday Cap, the one my foster-father, Al, had made for me. But I didn’t know if it would be strong enough to stop the Mesmers from possessing me now that Jareth’s protection was gone.
From the corner of my eye, I could see that Al was still with me, standing tall in his army fatigues with his arms crossed and his booted feet splayed wide apart. But his mouth had fallen slightly open and there was no sign of recognition in his eyes.
My heart sank.
Apparently, the Faraday Cap wasn’t strong enough to resist the power of the Mesmers’ voices, after all.
Feeling Rafael shift beneath my hand, my eyes dropped to meet his eye-lined gray ones. I wanted to run my fingers through his blond hair and tell him that I loved him one last time before I was forever lost to the Mesmers.
I had expected to see Rafael lying there, white-faced and ill from the iron blade that Jareth had embedded in his chest just moments before. But he didn’t look hurt at all. In fact, a healthy glow suffused his handsome face. And as his expressive eyes locked onto mine, I could read the reassurance in them.
It took me a moment to notice that he still wore Jareth’s protection rune about his neck. But the stone hadn’t turned to ash like the others. It was glowing vibrantly. In fact, several strands of blue light arced out of it to bathe the wound on Rafael’s chest.
Or where the wound had been.
Only moments ago, he’d been bleeding profusely, but as I watched, the last bit of skin closed over. Several smaller strands of light had already turned their attention to his shirt, sewing the seam shut better than any sewing machine ever could have.
I stared numbly.
It could only mean that Rafael still had faith in Jareth. But even more importantly, it meant that Jareth was still protecting him.
There was hope?
Then why had Jareth thrown the knife and injured Rafael in the first place if he hadn’t joined the Brotherhood after all?
Feeling like I was submerged underwater, I faced Jareth.
He looked sick. His skin was white and his eyes screwed tightly shut.
“Jareth,” I said as loud as I could in my head, hoping he would sense the thoughtforms forming over my head and get the message. “We’re here for you. Don’t leave us. Don’t join them. We’re your true family!”
Melody stepped forward.
For an evil mastermind, she was stunningly beautiful. She looked like a high fashion model ready for the catwalk, flawless, wearing a designer suit with her platinum blonde hair falling down her back in long spiral curls. I remembered rescuing her when she was an old woman in a wheelchair. I hadn’t known then that she was the enemy. Why, oh why, had I helped her?
“Finish your task as I have commanded, Jareth,” she spat, apparently unaffected by whatever the Mesmers were doing. “If you continue to resist me, the pain will only worsen and you will die. I will not stop it. Not until you do as I bid. Remember, you are my creation, shaped to serve my will and my will alone!”
Jareth choked and fell to his knees, sweat glistening on his forehead. “I am not your puppet,” he ground out through clenched teeth. His words were slow, as if he were fighting a battle to say each one.
Blondie’s red eyes bored into Melody’s and his voice deepened into a tone impossible to resist. “Sleep.”
Even though he wasn’t talking to me, I was still tempted to close my eyes and do as he said. Through half-closed lids, I saw an expression of pure hatred cross Melody’s face as her cold blue eyes swept over Blondie and Marquis in disdain.
“Oh, it was useful, for a time, to allow you to think you could consume my light to control or harm me. A simple enough matter to fake. But I am immune to your tampering,” she said, her ruby lips parting in a derisive smile. “It was one of the first things I made sure of, before delivering those hideous chupacabra bodies to you.”
I recalled seeing her as an old shriveled woman hunched in a wheelchair. Rafael and his mother, Zelphie, had worked hard to heal her, thinking she’d been injured by the Lizard People. So, it had all been a sham from the very beginning.
Blondie snarled in alarm. “Then, you are a traitor.”
Melody’s contemptuous gaze flickered over Blondie’s small shriveled body. “And you are a fool. Did you really believe I labored all of those years to create your Body of Kings? The chupacabra is a more fitting shell for the likes of you. Yes, Jareth’s body is truly what you seek, but it will never be yours.”
Blondie’s red eyes glowed with hate, and he flattened his one remaining ear.
At his side, Marquis scowled, his eyes morphing into lizard slits.
But then Jareth staggered to his feet and took a step towards Melody. “Then for what purpose did you create me, Melody?” he asked, his teeth remaining clenched the entire time.
Even in my lethargic state I could tell he was in extreme pain.
He didn’t look well at all.
Marquis and Blondie exchanged looks of concern, and then Blondie hopped down from the pastry case to block Jareth’s path.
“Your body is destined to be mine,” the Mesmer whispered defiantly, sniffing Jareth’s feet and legs with the interest of a predator. His voice softened then, deepening into its most convincing as he added, “You stand at the door, lizardling. Do not hesitate. Accept us. We are your brothers.”
Melody laughed outright, a low sound, dripping with scorn. “Jareth can never be yours to possess,” she said with caustic amusement. “You can never possess one of your own. He’s a true Mesmer as much as you are. And a Mesmer at my command.”
“No!” both Jareth and Blondie screamed at the same time.
“His body is mine!” Blondie screeched, looking very much like a rabid dog. “I will walk in the Body of Kings, and I will roam Earth once again as I was meant to!”
“No,” Jareth choked under his breath, ignoring the frenzied Mesmer at his feet. “I am not your puppet, Melody.” He took a couple of steps closer to her before stopping as an expression of pure pain entered his dark eyes, eyes blazing with a raging fire.
Melody didn’t seem too perturbed. “Are you not mine to dangle on a string?” she asked, her ruby red lips forming another smile. It was a disturbing smile. “Perhaps this will convince you.” Her voice reverberated through the coffee shop as she ordered, “Kill Rafael as I have programmed you to do. And kill him properly this time. Your first attempt was ludicrous. I will not tolerate any further mistakes.”
I gasped. It made sense. I’d stumbled across Melody doing something to Jareth before, things he could never remember. She was controlling him.
But how?
From the corner of my eye, I saw Al wandering aimlessly in Melody’s direction. His usual alert blue eyes still disturbingly vacant. I wanted to tell him to get out of the way. I didn’t want him to get hurt. But my lips didn’t seem connected to my brain any longer. I could only keep my fingers crossed that everyone would continue to ignore him.
Jareth’s right hand lifted and another knife appeared in it. A wicked-looking knife with a long, curved iron blade.
“No!” he gasped in alarm, staring at his raised hand in horror. With his other hand, he clawed at his fingers, trying to free the knife. “I will not harm him. You won’t control me this time!”
He winced and ground his teeth together, biting back a scream.
Melody was torturing him.
I wanted to stop it, but I couldn’t move. None of us could. Well, technically, the Mesmers could, but they apparently had no interest in keeping Rafael alive, so they just stood by and watched, some grinning with amusement.
“Do it,” Melody said calmly. “Otherwise you will die. It is your life or his now. I have activated your internal self-destruction system. You feel it now, don’t you?”
Jareth closed his eyes and spoke, this time, his voice sounded weak, drained of all emotion and energy. “So be it, but I will not harm him. I will not allow you to control me. Not again.”
Rafael moved beneath my hand still resting upon his chest, desperately battling to raise himself but he failed in the attempt. He did, however, manage to actually talk. “Stop this madness, Melody!” he gasped. “We will heal the darkness in your soul, find you the proper treatment—”
Melody’s perfect mouth formed a small, surprised ‘o’ as she surveyed Rafael and interrupted, “Treatment? Am I ill, Rafael? If you wish to live, you should run. If you can. You know as well as I do that Jareth never misses.” She cocked a brow at Jareth then and her eyes hardened. “Do it, Jareth, and be quick. Why give your life up for him?”
“No!” Jareth choked in a strangled voice, even as his hand rose once again, taking aim at Rafael.
It was then, with that blank expression, Al woodenly lifted his cap from his head. All at once, his stilted mannerisms fell away, and in a flash, he tossed the Faraday cap over Melody’s blonde curls and slapped her across the back with one of his big hands.
Caught off-guard, she lost her balance and pitched forward, landing on her knees.
Al hadn’t been ensnared by the Mesmers after all.
It all happened quickly.
Melody’s control over Jareth vanished, along with the lethargy entrapping us all. As I realized that Melody had been hypnotizing us somehow, I saw the knife in Jareth’s hand disappear in a flash as he whirled upon the Mesmers, ordering them back.
In one swift motion, Rafael sprang to his feet and lunged towards Melody.
I leapt up and grabbed Al, pulling him back as Jareth turned on the Fae Protectors and uttered one word in a voice as impossibly deep as Blondie’s had been, “Awake!”
“No!” Melody was screaming, a genuine fear flickering in her eyes. “Kill him, Jareth. If you do not obey my command you will die! You cannot die! Not yet!”
Blondie and the Mesmers began to back away as the Fae Protectors shook their heads, getting their bearings.
Jareth turned to the Tulpa perched at the edge of the dark hole in the center of the room. “Go back where you belong, you hell-spawned creature!” he thundered.
Immediately, the dark hole in the center of the room collapsed upon itself, pulling the Tulpa back into the yawning maw of darkness and swallowing it whole.
The Mesmers wailed and hissed, and then with a growl, Blondie fled. The rest of the Mesmers followed, scrabbling up the walls to disappear back into the white ceiling tiles. They left Marquis standing there, alone, next to the pastry display. For being members of a ‘brotherhood’, they didn’t seem very loyal.
I stood there, clenching Al’s hand tightly, too stunned to even blink.
Surprisingly, we’d won.
It was a reprieve, for however long it would last.
But then Melody turned on Rafael and Al, her chin trembling in anger. “You fools! You’ve killed him. All those years of work. Lost! You have destroyed my weapon. You cut my communication with him at the most critical of times, and now it’s too late for me to stop the final sequence!”
As Rafael’s brows knit into a frown, Jareth gave a gurgling scream.
It was a horrible sound, a sound I’ll never forget.
He stood there a moment, writhing in pain as dark scales consumed every inch of his flesh. And then the scales disappeared and he turned deathly white. He wavered a moment and then collapsed.
Rafael was there to catch him as he fell, lowering him quickly to the floor as the Fae Protectors finally shook off the last effects of their Mesmer-induced sleep and began to move.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Melody and Marquis disappear in a cloud of mist, but none of it mattered right now.
Jareth looked mortally ill. His breath came in short, shallow gasps.
“What is it?” I heard myself ask as I dropped to my knees by Rafael’s side. “What did she do to him?”
I’d seen Jareth go unconscious after Melody had touched him before, but nothing like this.
“I don’t know,” Rafael said in a very low, very grim voice that made me very scared. There was an edginess about him that I’d never seen before as he placed a long finger against Jareth’s neck.
I watched the firm line of Rafael’s jaw tighten as he crouched over Jareth’s unconscious body and cupped his hands together. A glowing ball of light appeared. With his brows drawn in concentration, he murmured soft words I couldn’t understand. The glowing ball grew, expanding to encompass Jareth’s prone form in a soft golden bubble.
As Al knelt beside me, his brows knitting into a frown, I was dimly aware of the Fae Protectors forming a protective circle around us.
The golden bubble surrounding Jareth popped.
Rafael gasped, a huge intake of breath, and his gray eyes registered an alarm that filled me with fear.
Holding my breath, I searched Jareth’s face.
His dark lashes were closed. As I watched, his chest heaved with a shaking, soft sigh. Once. And then stilled.
I waited.
We all waited.
Thoughts raced in my head. Thoughts I didn’t want to acknowledge.
In the distance, I heard the wail of a police siren.
There was no denying that he looked dead. Briefly, I closed my eyes, not wanting to see his still form. He couldn’t really die, could he? Surely, the Fae had advanced technology to deal with such things.
But one look at Rafael’s defeated and shocked expression and I knew.
I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe it.
Tears burnt my lashes. Everything was hopeless. I was never going to conquer my Blue Thread.
Rafael had failed.
Jareth had died.
Jareth had really died.



 
Chapter Two – Déjà Brew
 
I couldn’t move. I couldn’t shed the tears that threatened. I didn’t know how.
I just listened to the sirens growing louder before they gradually receding in the distance and wondered what emergency they’d gone to.
Rafael reached out and then his hand stilled, hovering over Jareth a moment before dropping to rest on the top of his dark head in a brotherly caress.
The gesture spoke volumes. He really cared for Jareth. Deeply.
Rafael looked up at the Fae Protectors, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. With the muscle on his jaw clenched so tight he could barely speak, he ordered, “Take him back to Avalon. At once.”
Two of the Protectors responded with their three-fingered salute, and bending down, each placed a hand on Jareth’s shoulder. An instant later, they were gone.
I could only stare at where Jareth had been, unable to really feel anything.
Pulling me to my feet, Rafael spun slowly on his heel and surveyed the damaged coffee shop.
The customers were still catatonic. Without Jareth to wake them up, I didn’t see any hope for them. I knew Blondie wasn’t about to come back and restore them to consciousness out of the goodness of his little chupacabra heart. I wasn’t even sure that the chupacabra bodies even had hearts.
“Restore this place,” Rafael ordered the remaining Protectors as his arm locked protectively around my shoulders.
Immediately, the Protectors fanned out as Al joined us, tall and very bald in his army fatigues.
We didn’t speak. We couldn’t. We just watched as the Fae spoke unintelligible words into their trions and sparks of light filled the room like magical fairy dust. I suppose that is truly what it was and that stories about sparkly pixie dust actually derived from the Fae’s control over light.
The glass, every shard and speck of it, flew back to where it had originated from in a slow-motion reversal of the explosion. We watched all the pieces knit themselves back into whole plate glass windows, dishes, and mirrors. And the Fae Protectors didn’t stop there. Some began to rejuvenate the coffee in the paper cups, rewarming and frothing the foam in the lattes. A couple of them stooped to stand the barista who’d fainted back up again in front of her espresso machine.
It was then that I saw my friend, Ellison. I looked at his brown, close-cropped hair and into his even darker, unseeing eyes. It was soul-wrenching to see him like that. Frozen. Suspended. And it was then that I began to panic. Really panic. How were we going to wake him up? Was he going to die, too?
I scanned everyone in the room. Each of these people had lives. People who loved them.
Something moved outside.
Looking through the large glass windows, I spied Samantha pulling up in a sleek black car. I watched, numb, as she hopped out, wearing a long gray trench coat, and a blue beret perched on top of her shoulder-length blonde hair. Stepping up to a window, she rapped on the glass and shading her eyes, briefly peered inside as her thin lips creased into a disapproving frown.
“What are we going to do?” I heard my gargled whisper.
“There is nothing to do,” Rafael admitted tersely.
With a slight impatient gesture, Samantha turned away to retrieve an armful of pink cake boxes from the trunk of the car. Balancing the boxes so high that she couldn’t see around them, she headed for the coffee shop’s front door.
Nudging the door open with her hip, I heard her peppery voice command, “Give me a hand here, will you, Sydney?”
I don’t know why she always picked me. And somehow, my feet obeyed her, even as my stunned brain remained frozen.
I’d taken about half a dozen steps before sounds registered in my hazy thoughts. The gasps of the Fae Protectors. The clinking of mugs. Several gargled screams followed quickly by nervous laughs.
I stopped, dead in my tracks and my mouth fell open. Turning a full 360 degrees, my eyes took a rapid circuit of the room.
The customers were suddenly awake.
Next to me, a portly man moaned to his companion how every diet he’d tried was doomed to fail. A grade-schooler was begging in a wheedling tone for his mom to buy him a new game for his phone. A woman who had been pointing to the pastry case, on the verge of screaming in terror, shook her head instead and stared at her piping hot latte, perplexed.
“Take the top three boxes, Sydney,” Samantha instructed briskly.
I jerked around and took my assigned boxes, too stunned to do anything else.
Samantha’s sharp eyes swept me from head-to-toe. “Be quick, Sydney,” she said pointedly, her tone taking on a crisp edge. “We don’t have all day.”
I followed her back to the pastry case to where Rafael and the Fae Protectors looked just as shocked and confused as I was.
“Didn’t see you guys come in,” Ellison was telling them from behind the counter. “Poof! It’s like you just appeared out of thin air.” He stood there, holding a coffee mug with his lips twisted into a slightly bewildered, lopsided grin.
A couple of the Protectors gave fake laughs. They’d have been better off remaining silent. The laughs only underlined the awkwardness growing more pronounced by the minute.
Plopping her boxes down onto the counter before Ellison, Samantha retorted with a brusque, “Nonsense, Ellison. See to your customers now, will you? Hop to.”
Dusting her hands, she turned to survey the coffee shop with a critical eye.
I held my breath as I stood behind her, still holding onto the pink cake boxes.
None of us moved.
Finally, Samantha’s penetrating eyes pierced mine. “Sydney, can you explain what is going on?”
I swallowed. Even though the customers had magically woken up the moment she’d arrived, how could I tell her the truth? Samantha was one tough cookie, but I didn’t think she could handle the entire group of Mesmers and Melody. Especially since I wasn’t even certain she was actually responsible for everyone’s spontaneous recovery.
“Uh, well…” was all I managed to get out.
She waited about two seconds. Patience wasn’t her strong suit. “Where’s Jareth?” she asked sternly, her shoulders rigid. “I was very clear with him that the filming couldn’t start until next week.”.”
It took me a moment to recall that Jareth had covered for the Fae Protectors before by telling her they were actors for his new music video. But any sigh of relief I might have wanted to utter was completely stifled as she repeated the question.
Raising a brow, she searched the surrounding tables. “Where is Jareth?”
Jareth.
A wave of grief rose to encompass me.
“The actors are simply gaining familiarity with their surroundings,” Rafael’s smooth voice inserted itself in an explanation. He was a master at deflecting conversations. “But there doesn’t appear to be enough room for them to stay long. They’ll be on their way. Your coffee shop is only growing more popular by the day.”
Samantha sent him a long, considering look before gracing him with a microscopic nod, but she wasn’t deterred so easily. Pursing her lips, her eyes zeroed back to mine. “I’ll find Jareth later. You look sick, Sydney. Are you ill?”
I didn’t trust my voice to sound normal, so I just nodded.
Al stepped forward then. “She called me,” he boomed in his loud, comforting voice. Somehow, just hearing him made me feel that all would be right in the world. Eventually. His brows furrowed in the typical Al-manner as he added, “I’ve come to take her home, Sam.”
In spite of everything that was happening, I blinked in surprise at that. Sam? Samantha didn’t seem to mind. She sent Al her version of a smile, the slight crinkling around the edges of her eyes. I guess Al was the only person in the world who could get away with calling her “Sam”.
“Yes, you do that,” she said, adopting a tone of professional detachment. “Get that kid some fluids and vitamins. Also, take a bottle of that organic, fresh-squeezed orange juice home with you and blend it with some spinach or kale. Be quick, Al. Preventing illness by being proactive is key. And remember, food is medicine. Move now, Sydney. Time to leave!”
It was funny. Samantha didn’t give me the warm and fuzzies. Warm and fuzzy wasn't her style. But I knew she genuinely cared and probably even deeper than most. She was like a fierce lioness, one you could count on to defend you to the death.
“Go, Sydney,” she ordered as she turned her attention back to her cake boxes. “I need you here and healthy to handle Jareth when the filming starts.”
At the mention of his name, I turned away. And looked straight into Ellison’s shrewd eyes. Eyes that were narrowed in suspicion.
Setting his coffee mug down, he placed both hands down on the countertop between us, and asked in a quiet voice, so quiet that I could hardly hear it, “What happened?”
“Happened?” I asked, clearing my throat. I was a terrible liar.
“I thought…” he hesitated before giving a strange laugh as he looked down at the coffee mug. “Déjà brew! Somehow, I feel like I’ve seen this coffee before.”
“Really?” I asked carefully. “Well, you do make a lot of lattes.” I tried to force a laugh at his joke, but it was so obvious there wasn’t even one iota of amusement in it that it only heightened his suspicions.
Running a hand over his inch-long brown hair, he pointed to the corner table and the mirror that had started the whole mess. “Weren’t you sitting over there, eating lunch?” he asked. “One second, you’re sitting there talking to yourself in the mirror and your bracelet is glowing. Weren’t people just popping in here out of thin air? And the next, you’re standing here with all these actors like nothing happened. How did you do that?”
Before I could reply, Rafael’s arm slipped around my shoulders once again. With a laugh that sounded almost genuine, he lightly suggested, “Perhaps you should be the one going home, Ellison. Maybe you’re ill, too.”
“I don’t feel so well myself,” piped up the barista who had fainted. But as Samantha’s razor-sharp eyes slid in her direction, she quickly coughed and scurried back to the espresso machine. “Next customer?” she asked brightly.
Taking advantage of the distraction, we escaped to the kitchen and then out the back door to where Al’s yellow Ford pickup waited. The mist swirling around its oversized wheels betrayed the fact that one of the Fae had just shifted it from his driveway for our use. Or maybe Rafael had. But I didn’t feel like asking. I just wanted to be quiet. Too much had happened.
The three of us climbed into the cab, and Al drove home, past the group of Fae Protectors waiting at the bus stop. They watched us pass with slight frowns on their faces. Clearly, they would have preferred to shift back to Rafael’s house to the newly established Fae Command Center. But with Samantha still unpacking pink cake boxes from her car across the street, they had to keep up the pretense that they were mere actors and take a normal human mode of transportation back to Rafael’s house.
I don’t remember much of the ride home after that. It was raining, a soft fine mist. I just noted dimly that even though it was late in the afternoon, it was already growing dark. Seattle didn’t have much sunlight in the winter.
I felt lost and a bit disconnected from reality. When a bad thing happened to me, I usually tried to ignore it and stuff it away to be emotionally dealt with later. But, then I never would. Instead, I’d eventually forget about it, so the process worked for me. It just made life easier. But I didn’t want to ignore what had happened to Jareth. It just didn’t feel right. Besides, how could anyone pretend he’d never been around anyway? He was too obnoxious to forget.
I only became aware of my surroundings as I stepped onto the creaking porch of our bright blue rambler and Rafael’s hand dropped onto my shoulder in a comforting squeeze. Somehow, I’d exited the truck and followed him.
“I will return shortly,” he murmured, his lips brushing the tip of my ear. “You’re safe here. The Protectors are ready and on alert.”
That didn’t really inspire much confidence. For being the Elite Guards of the Fae royalty and such, the Protectors had actually seemed pretty useless in the coffee shop.
I guess it wasn’t hard to read my face. Rafael’s long finger hooked under my chin, forcing me to meet his clear, unwavering gaze.
“And you also have Al and Ajax,” he added softly, his cheek creasing into a whisper of an encouraging smile.
I attempted to smile back, but it was too hard. Instead, I just stood there, looking into his warm gray eyes flecked with tiny specks of blue. I could see the pain buried in them. He was suffering more than anyone knew over Jareth. After all, they were half-brothers, even though he’d just learned that recently. I didn’t know how to comfort him, especially when I was pretty much a mess myself. But with my heart filling with sympathy, I lifted my hand to tuck a lock of his blond hair back behind his ear.
His smile broadened and his long lashes closed for a brief moment.
I heard the slam of the truck door and the gravel crunching beneath Al’s boots as he joined us.
“I must leave,” Rafael informed Al then, stepping away from me. “But not for long.”
Al simply nodded, and we stood on the porch, watching Rafael sprint across the street to his two-story home that now housed the Fae Command Center.
The door to our blue rambler opened, and Betty poked her head out, her forehead wrinkled with worry. “Samantha said you’re sick, honey?” she asked, concerned.
I looked at my foster mom standing there with her mousy-brown hair framing her pleasant face and I wondered how I’d ever thought there was nothing unique about her. Once, I believed she’d be able to pull off the perfect crime because no witness would ever remember what she looked like. I had been so foolish. Betty was the sincerest, most caring person I’d ever met. How could I ever forget an inch of her gentle face, lovely smile, or the warmth in her kind eyes?
“Honey?” she repeated, looking more concerned.
“I’m okay,” I said quickly, my eyes misting with emotion.
Squaring his shoulders, Al stepped up to kiss his wife on the top of the head and then entered the house.
I followed, maneuvering around a pile of packages UPS had apparently just delivered for Betty’s eBay business. Not wanting to think about Jareth, I peered inside one of the opened boxes. It was a shipment of “Baby Mops”. They were ingenious, actually. Warm baby onesies that had chenille mops attached to the fronts, so when the babies crawled around, they would actually polish your floor.
I wandered into the kitchen and found Tigger right where I expected him to be, splayed out on the yellow tiles and snoring in front of the refrigerator. I crouched next to the old brindle bloodhound and fondly ruffled the fat rolls around his neck.
He kept snoring.
A loud humph of a sigh came from behind me. It sounded supremely annoyed, and I knew it could only belong to that muscle-bound brute of a Doberman, Ajax. I straightened and glanced over at the dog standing behind me. He was gorgeous, really, all black and shiny with long, wicked ears.
“Hi, Ajax,” I greeted him in a neutral tone.
He stared back at me with a blank expression.
We weren’t enemies anymore. But we weren’t exactly best buds, either.
Heaving a sigh of my own, I inspected my work-clothing and suddenly wanted to change. But I’d only taken a step towards my room before I hesitated. That Tulpa had appeared again at the coffee shop, and it clearly still had an appetite for me. Would it show up in my room? I shot a sideways glance at Ajax, wondering if I could convince him to escort me.
I know he saw me and that he’d followed my thoughts. With a loud yawn of pure boredom, he abruptly sat down and stretched out his long legs, as if he were settling in for the night.
“Come on, Ajax,” I grumbled, drawing my brows into a deep scowl. Why did the dog have to make everything so complicated? “Can’t you just be nice for once? You’re such a brat!”
He actually grinned at that, his dog lips peeling back to reveal his shiny white teeth. I really don’t know why he took that as a compliment.
There was a thump on the floor, and I glanced down to see that Tigger had awakened. Heaving himself laboriously to his feet, he gave his tail a vigorous wag as he stared at the refrigerator door.
It gave me an idea. Could I bribe Ajax with a hot dog? It was worth a try. Removing a couple of hot dogs, I tossed one to Tigger—who inhaled it with one gulp—and then dangled the other in Ajax’s direction.
“Want one, too?” I coaxed in a friendly voice. “It’s niiiiicce and juuuuicy.”
He sent me an “Are you utterly insane?”-look and turned his nose away as if he were a lofty prince and I’d just offered him the most revolting peasant morsel he’d ever seen.
I rolled my eyes and tossed his unwanted hot dog to Tigger. He cooperated by immediately downing the evidence. I think he knew as well as I did that Betty would be mad—well as mad as Betty ever got—if she caught me sneaking in a few extra treats. She was still trying to get him to lose weight.
“Do you want something else?” I asked Ajax, turning back to peer into the refrigerator.
Picking up a slice of cheese, I held it out for his approval.
Slowly, he turned his head the other way, somehow managing to look even more insulted.
I tried a boiled egg.
Same response.
Frowning, I resorted to holding out for his inspection each and every food item in the fridge. He deemed to look at a few. Some lean turkey lunchmeat actually got a sniff before he adopted his utterly disgusted expression and turned away yet again.
“What kind of dog are you?” I asked, outraged, shoving the containers back onto the shelf. “Are you reading the fat content to see how it would affect your lean, trim figure?”
His dark, almond-shaped eyes narrowed, and he lifted a lip, showing me a tooth of displeasure.
“Oh, I’m not scared of you anymore,” I snapped, glaring at him.
He returned my annoyed look with one of his own. Scowling, I slammed the refrigerator door shut, causing a heaping box of used tennis balls on top to shift. One of the balls rolled off the fridge and bounced with a thud.
Ajax leapt to his feet and pounced. His actions were more like a kitten’s than a dog’s—a big, mean, nasty-tempered kitten.
I reached for the ball, but Ajax, of course, beat me to it.
Quickly, I retracted my hand. “Want me to throw that?” I asked, thinking I just might be able to throw it in the direction of my room and get him to escort me despite himself.
He almost looked tempted. He stood there, majestic, chewing the ball in the side of his mouth as if it were some kind of dog-sized jawbreaker. I clearly wasn’t going to get that one back. Reaching for the box, I took out another ball.
“Let’s go,” I said, tossing the ball down the hallway.
He stood there, clearly knowing what I was doing. But the temptation of the ball was just too much. After stomping in place a couple of times as if trying to control his feet, he gave up and bounded after it, but not before pausing a second to shoot me a dirty look.
I almost cackled. I would have, if it hadn’t been such a rotten day. Instead, I just let myself feel relieved and taking a couple more balls, headed after him. By the time we made it to my room, he’d managed to stuff three tennis balls in his mouth. It made him look a bit like a platypus, but that was something I could never tell him.
I’d been a bit afraid to go to my bedroom, but once in it, I didn’t feel as scared as I thought I would. Walking out of my shoes, I left them on the floor as I surveyed the familiar fuzzy blanket on the bed, the sunflower-shaped rug, and Jerry’s cage perched on top of the dresser. I guess my diversion with Ajax had lightened my mood a little, at least enough to allow me to function, anyway.
As Ajax spat the tennis balls out onto the bed to sit on them much like a dragon protecting his golden treasure, I hurriedly shrugged out of my “Bean There, Baked That” T-shirt and slipped on my favorite hoodie and a tattered pair of jeans. Moving to the dresser, I took out a small bag of gerbil feed from the top drawer.
My mouse, Jerry, was fast asleep, curled up into a tiny gray ball in the middle of a monstrous nest he’d constructed of shavings, toilet paper, and what looked like one of my socks. I wondered how he’d gotten ahold of it. Not wanting to wake him, I decided to feed him later. Actually, he didn’t even need to be fed as I could see his private stores scattered throughout the plastic tubes of his cage. He had enough food in there to easily last him the rest of winter.
I glanced in the large mirror hanging on the wall behind the dresser and pulled my black hair back into a ponytail, noting that my cheekbones were more pronounced than they’d been when I’d first arrived at Al and Betty’s home. The dark smudges under my green eyes seemed almost permanent now. I winced. My skin looked pale. It was no small wonder Samantha had sent me home. I guess I really did look sick.
And I was definitely sick at heart.
Sitting down on the bed next to Ajax, I heaved a sigh.
I guess he sensed what I felt. He dropped the last tennis ball from his mouth—the one he’d been chewing like a piece of gum—and held still, as my fingers lightly traced over his glossy fur.
My Blue Thread was the only one left now.
Rafael had failed. And Jareth. Well, I didn’t know if he’d failed his Blue Thread but what did it matter since he’d died over it? He’d lost all the same. I screwed my eyes tightly shut a moment, swallowing a wave of emotion. Clearly, they’d both had to face their own horrible demons. I wasn’t even sure what my inner demons even were.
It was hard for me to really think about. Long ago, I’d learned to not care much for anything, knowing at the rate my mother moved to escape boyfriends that whatever I grew accustomed to, it wouldn’t stay the same. Not feeling or getting too close to anything or anyone made it easier to leave and survive. I had avoided all attachments.
Except I was doing the opposite now.
And it had all begun with Jerry. I glanced at the tiny gray mouse still snoring in his cage. Jerry was the first thing that I’d ever truly loved, even in spite of the fact that I might lose him.
Somehow, Rafael had crept inside my heart, too.
Not to mention Grace, Al, and Betty.
My eyes misted.
And Jareth.
Somehow, I guess I’d been opening up these past few months. I’d grown to love each of them in their own way. Rafael had been right when he’d told me there were many shades of love. Love seemed a bit contagious as well. I hadn’t known I could care for so many people at the same time.
I glanced down at the temperamental Doberman holding still beneath my hand. I hadn’t even been conscious of the fact I was still petting him. It was surprising but even more so that he was letting me. I think we both realized the marvel at the same time because he growled. I knew it wasn’t a real growl. But I stood up anyway, pretending to be scared even though we both knew I was only indulging him.
“Let’s go,” I said, suddenly wanting to be anywhere else.
I guess Ajax wanted to go, too, because he jumped down from the bed at once, leaving his precious collection of tennis balls behind. He padded softly down the hall after me as we made our way back to the kitchen.
Rounding the boxes stacked into the hallway, we ran right into Betty.
“I just got my PayPal money, so I’m off to the grocery store. I’ll be back soon.” She smiled in greeting as she zipped her jacket. After rummaging in her purse for the car keys, she suddenly paused to send me a stern look. Well, for Betty I guess it was stern. For anyone else, it was just a warm, concerned smile. “Don’t let Al turn the house into a chicken coop while I’m gone,” she warned. “And I’ll pick you up some soup. You just go rest on the couch, honey.”
I smiled and nodded. Betty warmed me down to the toes. She made me feel like I was wrapped in a soft fuzzy blanket and that everything was just going to work out and be OK in the end. But I guess that is what good moms do.
After closing the door behind her, I headed for the kitchen to pour myself a glass of milk. While pouring it, I watched through the kitchen window as Betty backed Al’s truck out of the driveway. She’d scarcely pulled out of the cul-de-sac when suddenly the Fae appeared, popping into the kitchen in poofs of mist. And even though you’d think I’d be used to Fae surprises by now, I almost dropped my milk just the same.
I turned to find Rafael’s tall frame leaning against the countertop near the sink, his arms crossed and his handsome face pale. I’d half expected to see him in a new outfit and with his thick blond hair fashionably styled, but he was wearing the same clothes from the coffee shop and there was hardly any eyeliner ringing his eyes.
“What is it?” I asked. Clearly, there was a new crisis of some kind.
Rafael’s intense eyes searched mine. He looked like he wanted to tell me something. His lips parted, but then glancing over my shoulder at the Fae Protectors still popping into the kitchen, he seemed to change his mind.
“It’s Melody,” he said, clearing his throat. “She’s disappeared again. She obviously has allies.”
I could tell it wasn’t what he’d wanted to say, and it wasn’t particularly surprising news. Al’s army boots thudded across the vinyl tiles, and I looked up at the frown lines indented between his brows.
“What about the GPS tracker I slapped on her back?” he boomed at Rafael. “Where did it end up?”
“GPS?” Rafael repeated, blinking in surprise. Exchanging a quick glance with me, he turned to the Fae Protectors and ordered, “Recalibrate the locators. Doubtless, she wouldn’t think of such primitive signals either.”
Several of the Fae Protectors vanished in a poof, apparently to detect GPS signals, as the others took out their trions and murmured into them with soft words.
If Al was insulted by his GPS tracker being called primitive, he certainly didn’t show it. “I’ve got some equipment that might help you boys out,” he offered, nodding his head at the cupboard that held his spy gear.
My foster father looked tired, drained. I could tell that Jareth’s death weighed on him, too, but he sent me a heartening smile and patted me fondly on the head before pausing next to Tigger. “How’s my wily boy tonight?” he asked with a hint of pride in his voice.
The old bloodhound responded, his tail beating the floor like a drum. But as Al moved to the cupboard and it was apparent that no hot dog was forthcoming, he turned three times and settled back into his nap with a loud sigh of pleasure. Apparently, tail-wagging was exhausting business.
As we watched Al dig through his cupboard, Rafael reached over and, grabbing my wrists, pulled me close into the circle of his arms. It was comforting being there, and I laid my head on his shoulder. I could feel myself relaxing. I could feel him relaxing too as he rested his chin on the top of my head. His arms were strong and gentle, and he seemed just as content to hold me as I was to stay there.
With a whistle of triumph, Al waved the Protectors over to the kitchen table to give them a demonstration of his gadgetry, and using the opportunity, Rafael pulled me out of the kitchen. Weaving through the piles of cardboard boxes, he guided me into the empty family room to stand near the window.
“What is it?” I asked in a hushed tone.
He stood there a moment, reaching out to absently twine a lock of my hair around his finger. His enigmatic eyes thoughtfully considered me.
“What is it?” I asked again, beginning to fill with anxiety.
His lashes flickered and trailing an elegant finger down my jawline, he dropped his hand into his pocket and pulled out Jareth’s protection rune.
Puzzled, I stared at the black symbol etched deep into the white stone. The rune looked like it always had. White. Vibrant.
I caught my breath then.
It was still pulsating, and there were no signs of cracks.
I glanced up in surprise to meet Rafael’s clear gaze.
“Yes,” he confirmed, seeing the understanding dawn in my eyes. “Jareth’s still alive.”



 
Chapter Three – Finding Melody
 
Relief consumed me, even though I couldn’t believe it.
“Alive? How?” I gasped. “He quit breathing. I saw it myself.”
Rafael drew his brows together into a frown. “I don’t really know,” he admitted, grimacing. He gave his head a rueful shake and added, “But isn’t everything with Jareth … unique?”
I had to grant him that. Though I wasn’t quite sure I’d have chosen the word “unique”. I took a deep breath, overwhelmed by a rollercoaster of emotions and then managed to ask, “Where is he?”
His handsome face darkened with frustration and concern. “I’ve tried everything I can think of. He’s hidden somewhere. By someone who doesn’t want him to be found.”
I was willing to bet everything I had on just who that someone was. Melody. But I’d only said the first syllable of her name before Rafael laid a long finger against my lips. With his gray eyes flashing a brief warning, his expression took a decidedly guarded turn as his gaze focused in the direction of the door.
I turned to see a Fae Protector standing there, touching his cheek in a three-fingered salute.
“Report,” Rafael ordered in a cool tone.
The Protector bowed and replied at once, “We cannot find her. The GPS tracker has stopped sending signals.”
So, she’d neutralized Al’s tracker. I frowned.
The muscle on Rafael’s jaw tightened. “And before it went silent?” he queried.
“Nothing,” the Protector responded. “The signal was too erratic.”
Before Rafael could press further, a cloud of mist suddenly appeared next to the couch and Brock stepped out of it and bowed respectfully in greeting. Turning to the first Fae Protector, he announced, “You may leave.”
The Protector hesitated but then obliged, though with obvious reluctance.
When he’d been gone for several seconds, Brock turned to face us. “He can’t be trusted,” he informed us bluntly. “I believe that he told her about Al’s tracker. We were triangulating a possible location when he abruptly made an excuse to depart the command center. Whilst he was gone, her tracker stopped receiving entirely, thus I fear he might be one of Melody’s minions.”
Melody’s minions. It kind of had a ring to it. The silly thought made me suddenly realize that I was getting tired. The day had been a long one. Tiredly, I looked at Brock, the fair-haired Fae Protector who’d shape-shifted to assume my identity and had pretended to be me while I’d been detained in Avalon. He’d really made quite a mess of my schoolwork. But none of that was really important anymore.
“Then did you find her before she was warned?” Rafael was asking.
“We replicated the Earthly GPS satellites’ signals on Avalon and believe her tracker received them somewhere near the rock beneath the Queens’ Palace,” Brock replied, moving closer to speak in a voice barely above a whisper. “And I can’t promise that Jareth is there with her, but the entrance is secret and cannot be reached by shifting. Somehow, she has blocked all light from penetrating her location. We can’t enter if we can’t find the light.”
I didn’t know there was any place—outside the Second Dimension—that the Fae couldn’t shift into. I watched them both frown.
Rafael murmured in a low voice, “There is one who knows.”
Brock hesitated. He glanced quickly in my direction, before nodding crisply at Rafael. “Right,” he said. “I’ll ask her, at once. But I don’t think she’s inclined to help. Not after … recent events. Rejection, you know. She doesn’t take well to it.”
She? I was sure I knew who “she” was. Raven.
Raising his hand, he touched the elegant gold classification bracelet circling his wrist. I glanced down at my own gold bracelet that we’d used to escape Avalon. It felt like years ago now. I still couldn’t get it off. And now that I’d managed to summon Melody and start the whole mess in the coffee shop by accidentally accessing its light, I suddenly wanted it off more now than ever.
But as usual, the thing wouldn’t budge.
Rafael brought me back to the present with a gentle squeeze on the shoulder and a light peck on the cheek.
“Grace is here and Betty will be soon. Perhaps it’s best they not see us right now,” he said. His warm smile slipped a little as he added, “And we really need to track Jareth down.”
I barely had time to nod before he and Brock disappeared, leaving a telltale smattering of mist floating in the family room.
I heaved a breath of relief that Jareth was somehow still alive. Perhaps it had something to do with his lizard DNA. Whatever it was, I was grateful. Truly grateful. Somehow, I’d grown to love him like a brother—a really obnoxious one but a brother all the same.
Feeling better by the moment, I headed for the kitchen as the front door banged shut and I fell into line behind Grace who was dragging her soggy lacrosse gear across the floor. She unceremoniously dumped it into a pile in the middle of the kitchen. Gathering her black hair into a ponytail, she peered over Al’s shoulder.
“Whatcha up to, Pops?” she asked with a curious grin.
Al looked up from his boxes of spy equipment spread out over the kitchen table. “I’m taking inventory here, kiddo,” he said, a little distracted. With a frown, he patted his shirt pocket and pulled out a small notebook and pencil. “Ah, I’m late. Jack’s expecting me to check in. Can’t miss it.”
I wanted to tell him the good news about Jareth, and I could tell by the serious expression in his eyes that he was worried, so I said, “Looks like Jareth might make it back here, after all. His … uh … concert wasn’t … uh … cancelled after all. He’s making an … unexpected recovery.”
Al’s bright blue eyes lit. I guess that’s what I loved about Al. He accepted people for what they were. He let them be weird, maybe even obnoxious, and chose to focus on their strengths instead of their weaknesses. Anyway, I could tell by his face that he was genuinely pleased by the news.
“That boy is full of surprises,” he said, sending me a warm smile. “Well, if I don’t call in to Jack, he’s going to have every UFO club this side of the Rockies knocking on our door. I’ll catch up with you later, kiddo.”
I watched him hurry down the hall to his bedroom to check in with his janitor friend, Jack. Jack may just be a janitor at a military base, but all of his kooky inventions had worked. And the thought of him watching over us, even from afar, was suddenly comforting.
“UFO clubs?” Grace snorted, stepping over her lacrosse bag as it made a puddle on the floor. She moved to the refrigerator. “Well, at least he’s forgotten the chicken house coop idea.”
Reminded of the Mesmers, I eyed the windows, wondering if we should just move ahead with converting the house into a chicken coop despite what Grace and Betty thought. Those Faraday caps had worked. And I knew the Mesmers were only regrouping. Who knew what they’d come up with next?
After a moment, I noticed Grace’s dark eyes peering at me from over the top of the refrigerator door, and I jerked a little. For some reason, I felt guilty. I don’t know why. Looking around for a distraction, I grabbed the first thing I saw. It was a small purse-sized can of Lysol that had come as an add-on to one of Al’s bigger spray cans he’d been using in the garage.
“I’ve been looking all over for this,” I said, holding up the small can. I promptly winced. I was horrible at hiding things.
She was clearly suspicious of me. One of her dark brows lifted.
In the awkward silence that followed, I jammed the mini Lysol can in my pocket as if it were some kind of contraband. She just watched me, absently tugging her ponytail. We were both rescued by the sound of feet stomping on the porch, and I glanced through the window to see that Betty was back.
We met her at the door.
“What did you get, Mom?” Grace asked, helping her with the grocery bags. Squinting into one of them, she wrinkled up her nose and pulled out a stalk of Brussels sprouts. “Little green balls of death.”
“They’re very good for you, honey.” Betty greeted us both with a smile. “And they were on sale. They’ll go good with our meatloaf tonight. Sydney, can you bring in the bag of potatoes?”
Jumping at the chance to escape, I mumbled a “sure" and ducked out the door.
I was going to have to watch out for Grace and Ellison. I didn’t know if they were truly suspicious, but I didn’t want them to be. I sure didn’t want them to get mixed up in this mess.
It was dark and still raining as I darted to the truck. Across the street, Rafael’s house was illuminated in a blaze of light. I could see people milling about through the curtains. It looked like he was having some sort of party, but I knew better.
I glanced around, wondering where Ajax had absconded. And almost as if he’d read my mind, he jumped up to my side from the surrounding darkness, nearly giving me a heart attack.
“That’s not funny,” I practically growled at him, jerking the bag of potatoes from the truck. Recalling the time I’d painted his toenails with neon nail polish, I sent him an evil grin. “Remember, I get even.”
He clearly followed my thoughts. Jumping back, he immediately sniffed his nails as if to assure himself that they were still their properly polished black.
But then a series of lights flashing from Rafael’s curtained window caught both of our attention, and making my mind up all at once, I hurried back into the kitchen to dump the potatoes onto the countertop.
“I think I’ll take Ajax for a walk,” I informed Betty in as normal of a voice as I could.
“OK, honey,” Betty acknowledged from where she stood by the sink, washing the Brussels sprouts.
As I left, Grace deflated into a chair by the table, heaving a loud sigh. “Why does everything healthy have to taste like battery acid?”
“Battery acid?” Betty was asking as I closed the door.
I have to admit, I was curious myself about her reply, but I couldn’t stick around to find out. Stepping outside, I paused a moment, listening to the steady rhythm of the raindrops as I scanned the surrounding gloom for any sign of Mesmer activity. I’d just squared my shoulders to cross the street when a red sports car zipped into the cul-de-sac and swerved into Rafael’s driveway.
A very tall, gorgeous, familiar figure stepped out, and even in the darkness I could tell it was Raven.
I knew I’d been right about Brock’s rejection comment. So, Raven was the one who knew how to access Melody’s secret hiding place.
Raven turned to face me, lifting her hand as an umbrella magically appeared to protect her from the spattering rain. I scowled that she was so careless to display her shifting abilities, but I think she knew I was the only one watching her. Even in the dim light, I could make out the smirk on her flawless face. With her platinum blonde hair fashioned in the shortest, sassiest haircut imaginable, and the most expensive of red designer dresses split up the side to reveal a svelte, slim leg, she was as stunningly beautiful as ever.
And as usual, I couldn’t help but feel woefully inadequate where Rafael was concerned. It was a bit hard to believe that he’d break his engagement with her and then choose me, someone who lived in jeans and hoodies. I wondered what he saw in me. I mean, really saw in me. I was average. There was nothing special about me.
Lost in my thoughts, only part of me vaguely noticed Raven moving away, tossing her head as she executed a perfect pirouette on one of her insanely high-spiked heels, apparently just to annoy me. Clicking up the sidewalk, she opened Rafael’s front door and disappeared inside.
I expelled my breath, unaware that I’d even been holding it.
I’d been ready to dash across the street to see what was going on. But with Raven there, I was suddenly reluctant.
I glanced down to see Ajax sitting by my feet, watching me with a huge grin on his face.
“What are you smiling at?” I snapped at him. His snarky expression knocked me out of my pity party enough to lie. “She doesn’t bother me.”
He only grinned wider and that was enough to send me marching across the street without a moment’s hesitation. I’d fully intended on boldly knocking on the front door, but as soon as I stepped foot on the driveway, voices from the backyard caught my attention.
Ajax’s too. His long dark ears pricked forward and dropping into a crouch, he crept alongside the house.
I followed.
It was still raining and chilly, but the large trees afforded some protection as we inched towards the privacy fence ringing the backyard. The gate’s latch was undone and wondering why Rafael never locked his gate, I pushed it open a few inches and peered through the withered rubbery leaves of the rhododendrons growing alongside the inner fence.
A short distance away, Rafael stood against the backyard porch railing with his arms crossed and his car keys dangling from a finger. He wore a light gray knee-length coat with a black scarf carelessly tossed over his broad shoulders. As usual, he looked strikingly handsome. He was the essence of masculine beauty. Angular lines, sculpted planes, and muscular hardness. I couldn’t resist admiring him a moment before shifting my attention to his companion.
Raven. She was standing close to him. Too close, only inches away.
I’d like to say that I backed out and returned home, but I didn’t. Falling victim to flaring jealousy mixed with a modicum of curiosity, I held my breath and, moving forward, plastered my face deeper into the soggy wet rhododendron leaves in the effort to hear what they were saying.
As I watched, Raven reached up as if to cradle Rafael’s cheek, but stopped in mid-act as he shoved his hands in his pockets and took a deliberate step sideways out of her reach.
“No, Raven,” he said, a frown marring his brow. “You’ll have to help me because it is the right thing to do.” He paused for dramatic emphasis before adding, “I’ll never be yours. My heart belongs to Sydney.”
I have to admit, I smiled at that. In fact, I was giddy.
She made a gesture of complete disgust. “Are you mad—”
“I will no longer discuss this with you,” he interrupted in an aloof manner.
She scowled outright, mulling it over and chewing her upper lip with her perfect teeth. “Very well,” she finally said in an undertone. “But do not expect me to be there once you tire of your … fling with this … this—”
“Enough, Raven,” Rafael warned again, his expression deadly serious. “To the matter at hand. You have the power to help. Will you?”
She was clearly not pleased to have the subject switched. She flung her head from side-to-side a couple of times before accusing in an arch tone, “There is much you are not saying, Rafael. Why would you think I know Melody’s secrets?”
He tilted his head, contemplating a moment. “You have always been her favorite, Raven.”
Her lips thinned even more. “I only joined Inner Circle because of you,” she admitted reproachfully. “But now I see that they are truly right in their beliefs. You’re a Pureblood like me. Our bloodlines are untainted. Together, we can restore the Fae to what we should be, superior beings that leave Earth and the Second Dimension to their own deserved fate.”
“That is the poison that Marquis and Melody fed you,” Rafael said in a voice of deep disapproval. “The Fae are tied to the Earth and the Second Dimension as well. All three of the dimensions need each other. We cannot exist on our own.”
She sniffed in disdain. “Nonsense. Melody is right. We do not need them. They are inferior.”
“No, Melody is wrong,” Rafael inserted patiently. “They are not inferior simply because they are different. In some ways, humans are more powerful than we are. They have power in their thoughts, the power to create.”
“Please!” Raven rolled her eyes. “There is nothing to debate here. We are for certain better off without them. Their existence serves no purpose, as Melody says. It is better if both Earth and the Second Dimension are … dealt with.”
Arching a slow brow, Rafael asked calmly, “And what do you mean by ‘dealt with’?”
It was the way she jerked that made my heart leap into my throat. She looked guilty. Thoroughly, utterly guilty. Clearly, she knew something. And that something didn’t sound too good for Earth’s prospects.
“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice a little too high pitched.
Rafael was suspicious of her as well. I could tell by the way he straightened, and by the commanding tone threading his voice as he informed her, “The Fae cannot exist by themselves, Raven. Earth, Avalon, and the Second Dimension are entwined through the Tree of Life. If one is harmed, all are affected. What is Melody planning?”
Deliberately avoiding the question, she asked in an amused tone instead, “Tree of Life? Do you believe such nonsense? Have you ever seen this mighty magical tree here on Earth or even on Avalon? Tales, Rafael. Tales for little ones. I have never seen it. Have you?”
He was silent.
“Have you?” she pressed.
“No,” he confessed softly, shaking his head. “But I know it exists. The fate of Jareth, Sydney, and I end with this tree. And I know that I will see it. Soon. I see it in Sydney’s fate lines. She holds the future of us all now.”
I swallowed at the unexpected turn in the conversation. I held their future? Like I needed more pressure.
“Do the right thing, Raven,” Rafael was saying earnestly. “I need Jareth. Sydney needs Jareth to make the right choice. We must find him. Quickly. Her choice will be soon.”
My heart stood still at that. Soon? I didn’t hear what they said after that. I was completely overwhelmed. Soon? Surely not. He had no way of telling. Did he? I thought he’d told me that it could be years and years in the future before I was faced with my Blue-Threaded choice. What had changed? I felt sick. I’d just grown comfortable with the idea of pushing my Blue-Threaded choice way off into the future so I could pretend it didn’t exist.
Panic began to form in me, deep in my stomach, but before it could really catch hold, a sudden gust of wind blew around me. The wet rhododendron leaves smacked me in the face and I shivered, glancing over my shoulder.
For the briefest of moments, I saw him. The man in the black top hat. He was standing behind me, close. And then he was gone, melting back into the shadows of the fence.
All other thoughts fled as I jumped back and whirled around with no other intent than to get home as fast as I could.
But Ajax didn’t let me leave.
With a sharp yipping bark, he announced our presence, and jamming his shoulder against my knee, I lost my balance and fell forward into the rhododendrons. Sharp sticks jabbed my hands, and my knees sank in the mud as wet rubbery leaves scratched my face.
“Thanks, Ajax,” I hissed at him in a shaky voice as I struggled to my feet.
Light flooded the backyard as Raven and Rafael both descended upon us.
“Sydney,” Rafael greeted me, extending a helping hand. I could see by the pulse in his neck that he wasn’t as calm as he appeared.
“I was just walking with Ajax when I tripped,” I said quickly, clearing my throat as I waved his offer of help aside.
But my footing was unsteady and losing my balance, I would have fallen right back into the shrubs if Rafael hadn’t caught me by the elbow and tipped me up straight.
“Thanks,” I muttered self-consciously.
I felt like an idiot. I should have known Ajax would have picked the worst possible time to rat me out. I shook my hands a little in the effort to clean them.
“Imbecile!” Raven exploded.
My eyebrows yanked up in surprise as I saw that I’d splattered a bit of mud on her immaculate red dress. I opened my mouth to apologize, but Rafael intercepted me.
“Such infantile displays of temper do not befit you, Raven,” he said calmly.
Raven’s mouth snapped shut and the look she sent him was a furious one.
“I’m sorry,” I quickly said anyway as her vicious eyes shifted to skewer me.
“What I have to share with Rafael is private,” Raven said, her voice thickening with anger. “You have no right to interfere.”
Feeling a tad guilty about eavesdropping, I took a step back, but Rafael’s strong fingers closed over my forearm. “I have no secrets from Sydney,” he told her.
“That’s really ok,” I said, wanting nothing more than to leave. I nodded at the back door. “I’ll just wait inside.”
Without waiting for a response, I dashed up the steps, across the back porch, and entered Rafael’s house.
I’d never been in that part of the house before. I stood in some kind of small den. A door to the right apparently led to the kitchen and straight ahead I could see into the living room. Or what had once been the living room, anyway. Now, it housed the Fae Command Center, filled with technology I was certain our government would drool over. Though, they’d probably never recognize it for what it was. It just looked like an art gallery filled with different-sized glowing, colored crystals that chimed at random intervals.
Not yet knowing exactly who I could trust amongst the Fae Protectors in the living room, I opted to wait for Rafael in the kitchen and pushed the door open.
I paused in the doorway.
It really wasn’t a kitchen. I guess someone had used one of those programmable atoms to create some kind of atrium, complete with a bubbling brook, tropical plants, and colonies of butterflies. It was so huge that I figured it had to be some kind of optical illusion, but an immensely relaxing one.
In the far corner, there was a modern bar made of glass with several tall, white-cushioned stools. And making my way there, I took a seat, heaved a loud sigh and closing my eyes, I dropped my head onto the bar’s cool surface. It chilled my cheek, and as the relaxing scent of roses and lilacs filled the air, I could feel the tension melting away from my neck and shoulders.
I don’t know how long I was there.
I was only gradually aware of a tapping sound. Drowsily, I lifted my lashes to see an inch-long red nail tapping next to my nose, and my eyes traveled up the hand and arm to look directly into Raven’s icy blue eyes locked onto mine.
She acted as if she could scarcely contain her disgust as her chilling gaze swept over me from head to toe. “If you truly have the power to destroy us all with that Blue Thread of yours, perhaps it is best you don’t exist,” she said softly, raising her trion to speculatively tap it against her chin.
A soft growl sounded from my side and I glanced down to see Ajax standing there on alert, his glossy black fur bristling about his shoulders. His dark almond-shaped eyes were riveted upon Raven and his lips were pulled back to reveal every single one of his gleaming white teeth, down to the last millimeter of gum. He looked downright terrifying, and I was only glad that he wasn’t looking at me like that.
Raven stiffened, and then apparently changing her mind about even talking to me, she turned to shift in a burst of mist, leaving in her wake a cloud of perfume.
I swallowed, unsettled. There wasn’t any sign of Rafael. I sat alone in the atrium on the barstool, rattled.
What kind of thing was that to say? Even if she did have a bit of a point. I mean, if I looked at it analytically, she had one. If I could cause so much harm, perhaps it would be better if I were out of the picture. I wondered how many others would agree, were they to know the truth.
Something nudged my knee, and I looked into Ajax’s brown eyes boring into mine. He wasn’t exactly sympathetic, but his eyes did seem a bit concerned. He pushed his black nose in the palm of my hand and then down to my wrist, in effect forcing me to pet him.
I guess there was nothing like a common enemy to forge bonds.
Patting him a little, I murmured, “Don’t worry, Ajax. I’m not giving up on myself.”
“Nor should you,” Rafael’s soft voice murmured.
I jerked to see him standing behind me. Both of his hands dropped to my shoulders to give them an encouraging squeeze.
“Pay no mind to Raven,” he said, kissing the top of my head. “When someone tries so hard to tear you down, it only means that they think you are above them.”
I blinked at that. I highly doubted that Raven thought I was above her in any form or fashion, but I liked his compliment so I didn’t verbally disagree.
Rafael stood there, looking down at me through his eyeliner rimmed-eyes and the expression in them made my heart skip a beat. It also made me suddenly shy. I still wasn’t used to this ‘romance’ thing all the way, I guess.
I think he sensed my feelings, because he moved to lean backwards against the bar.
“Is she going to help you find Jareth?” I asked then.
“I truly hope she will,” he replied, heaving a sigh.
“Why is it so hard to locate him?” I asked. I still didn’t really understand how their light shifting and mirror technology worked. Waving my hand, I prodded, “Can’t you just use a mirror or something?”
“Melody has blocked light from penetrating where she is,” he answered, shaking his head. “Even I can’t tell where either of them are. I only know that they are alive.” He looked at me then, and one of his brows lifted. “That hand mirror,” he said, abruptly switching subjects. “The one I gave you months ago. Where is it?”
I’d shoved his small metal hand mirror into my dresser and hadn’t really thought much about it since. “In my room.”
“That isn’t just any mirror,” he said softly as a beginning of a smile played over his lips. “It is the last piece of the mirror that Jareth and I trained together on. That’s why it summoned us both before. If … if you were to do what you did in the coffee shop when you summoned Melody … maybe, just maybe, we might reach him.”
He didn’t wait for me to respond. Slipping his arm around my waist, he immediately shifted us to my room.
A little confused, I ran to my drawer and sifted through my socks to pull out the small metal mirror with the engraved frame. As I held it, Rafael leaned over my shoulder, placing his cheek next to mine to peer into it.
“Think of him,” he whispered into my ear. “Help me reach him.”
I caught my breath as his skin brushed mine, thinking of anything but Jareth, but I quickly schooled my thoughts and tried my best to remember how I’d communicated with the mirror before. I’d kind of just zoned out, like you do sometimes during long car trips.
It took several tries. And I was almost ready to give up when for the briefest of moments, an image flashed on the mirror’s surface.
It was Jareth. And he was alive. His eyes were shut, his face was pale, and he was lying down on some sort of metallic bed. Bands of steel restrained him. Melody stood at his side, wearing a long white cloak. Behind her head, I could see an intricate symbol painted on the wall behind her, a series of intertwining circles. I didn’t recognize it.
The image vanished.
“Well done,” Rafael whispered even as his eyes narrowed in calculation. “I was certain Raven must know where he is. That symbol on the wall is the rune of her family. She must be protecting Melody.”
Feeling unnerved, I shoved the mirror into my sweatshirt pocket, wondering how I’d actually gotten it to work.
“I must go,” Rafael said abruptly. “I will return as soon as I may, but I’ll summon Ajax here at once.”
Without even waiting for my response, he was gone, leaving me standing in my room, uncertain of what I should do next.
It was dark. Jerry was asleep. I’d just seen the Man in the Top Hat again. And I’d just heard my Blue Thread was coming up soon.
Suddenly not wanting to be alone in my room, I charged to the door and wrenched it open, intending to escape to the kitchen when a flashlight beam struck me square in the face.
I screamed at the same time as Grace and Ellison.
“What are you doing?” I gasped.
“What’s going on?” Ellison asked simultaneously, switching the flashlight off as he and Grace stared at me from the darkened hall. In the dim light creeping in faintly from the kitchen I could see his brows drawn in a puzzled line. The shadows gave his face an eerie cast.
“What do you mean?” I asked, fumbling for time. Had they been spying on me? “I’ve just been … taking Ajax for a walk.”
“We didn’t see you come inside,” Grace said, bewildered.
“Yeah, where did you come from?” Ellison asked, sounding just as confused. “We heard a noise in your room. Sounded like a cat or something was stuck in the ceiling.”
Mesmers. I couldn’t suppress a shiver. I joined Grace and Ellison in the hall, clicking the door shut behind me. “I’ve got to get Ajax,” I said, trying to adopt Rafael’s diversion technique.
It didn’t work as well for me as it did for him. They both just stared at me. And when, a moment later, Ajax barked from behind the closed door inside my room, they stared at me even harder.
Of course Ajax would mess it up.
“Oh,” I said, clearing my throat with a nervous laugh. “Guess he was in there after all. Probably hiding under the bed.”
I would have been better off not saying anything as Ajax bounded from my room, his fur slick and black with rain.
“Maybe Ajax made the noise then,” Ellison finally offered in the awkward silence that followed.
“Yeah,” I agreed lamely.
They nodded a couple of times and then, holding hands, proceeded to make their way to the family room.
I could hear Betty in the kitchen, humming tunelessly along with the radio. And down the other side of the hall, I could just make out Al’s voice booming inside the bedroom as he spoke with Jack.
Everyone seemed safe.
For now.
Expelling a long breath through my nose, I turned to check on Jerry only to run straight into the wispy-mustached Marquis.
“Sydney,” he gasped. “I need your help.”
At my side, Ajax curled his lip in a silent snarl. He was tense, ready to pounce as I stood rooted to the spot, staring at Marquis slumped against the wall opposite of my bed.
Marquis looked horrible. His face was white, even his lips, and his hands trembled as he dabbed at the sweat pouring down his face.
“I need your help, Sydney,” he repeated in a shaky voice. “I’m trying to break free of them. The Lizard People.”
I blinked, recalling the cords of light somehow stretching from the Second Dimension to both Earth and Avalon to possess various victims, controlling them like puppets. But how did I know it wasn’t a trick? In any case, I didn’t see how I could help.
“How can I help?” I asked, not in the promise that I would do it, but more because I didn’t really see what he expected me to do. I didn’t know how to sever the cords.
Apparently, he took it the first way, as an unspoken promise. Heaving a sigh, he smiled. But it was a shade too quickly and it heightened my suspicions at once.
“I knew you would come with me,” he babbled in such an over-friendly way that anyone could see it was a façade. “We must hurry. Rafael is waiting.” He checked himself. His face darkened with rage and his eyes morphed into reptilian slits.
So much for trying to break Lizard control. Obviously, his lizard side had read my suspicions forming in the Second Dimension.
“You lie!” he accused in a low, menacing voice.
As he reached out to grab me, Ajax leapt, baring his teeth. But Marquis had already raised his trion to his lips and with a single word, the Doberman collapsed into an unconscious heap on the floor.
“What are you doing?” I shouted.
But I was too late, too.
Marquis moved with lightning speed and before I’d scarcely gotten the words out of my mouth, his fingers closed around my throat. I fought like a madwoman, kicking, twisting, and biting. More than once, Marquis swore, signaling I’d succeeded in my goal.
He kept trying to hold my head down. It took several tries before he succeeded in clamping his hand over my forehead. At once, I experienced the odd sensation of being sucked inside out, like someone had shoved a vacuum cleaner inside me and turned it on.
From the corner of my eye, I saw I was no longer in my room.
I froze. I hadn’t been aware of shifting. I stood there, with Marquis twisting my arm behind my back.
I was in a white room with no windows, doors, or openings of any kind.
Slowly, I turned around.
It was then that I saw it wasn’t Marquis behind me at all.
It was a huge, dark-scaled, oily lizard balanced on his hind feet to stand like a man.
The white floor suddenly rose to greet me and my world went black.



 
Chapter Four – The White Room
 
I sat up groggily and looked around, completely disoriented. It took me several moments to remember Marquis had somehow dragged me here. Well, I guess it wasn’t Marquis. More like the lizard that possessed him. But then, he’d possessed Marquis for so long, I suppose he truly was the real Marquis, after all.
I winced. My head was pounding and I was completely alone, still in the door-less, windowless room with the ceiling, walls, and floor made of some kind of white shiny plastic.
Wondering where I was and how long I’d been unconscious, I rose to my feet.
A deeper inspection of the walls revealed there was no obvious way out. And no doors magically zipped open like they did in Avalon.
I was stuck.
Slowly, I returned to sit down in the very center of the room and for a time, entertained the idea that I was in some kind of Fae prison. Not for very long, though. The facts didn’t really fit. I knew I hadn’t shifted. I’d experienced some sort of vacuum effect.
And I’d seen a real Lizard Person, just as I had in the Hall of Mirrors when the Man in the Top Hat had forced them to leave Earth so long ago.
I swallowed.
I didn’t like admitting that because it just might mean that I was in the Second Dimension after all. And that meant I didn’t have a clue how to get home. Or if it was even possible.
I got up to examine the walls again, placing my ear against the smooth surface at random intervals. I held my breath and listened, but the there was only silence. Fighting a rising panic, I began to pace nervously and shoved my hands into my sweatshirt.
My fingers collided with the mini Lysol can and slid over the metal hand mirror. It calmed me immediately.
Perhaps I could contact Rafael and he could help me escape.
Apprehensive, I glanced around for any signs of lizards or other creatures as I returned to once again sit down cross-legged on the floor. Hunching over, I slipped the hand mirror out of my pocket and peeked into it. I was careful to hide it. I didn’t want any lizards rushing in to yank my only source of communication away.
For a moment, I studied my reflection. I still looked pretty haggard but the dark circles under my eyes had disappeared. Apparently, I’d slept a while. I wondered how long.
A scraping sound made me jump. And it underlined the fact that I was most likely being observed. I didn’t have much time. Hurriedly, I focused on the mirror, trying to zone out like I’d done before. The closest thing I can describe it to is the kind of state you have to achieve in order to see those Magic Eye pictures, somehow focusing and un-focusing at the same time. I stared into the mirror, letting my heart fill with my feelings for Rafael and hoping that somehow he’d get the message.
I wasn’t prepared for what happened next.
I really don’t know if anything appeared in the mirror or not. I was too busy gaping at the swirling images forming around me. A golden feather, floating up from the floor. A shimmering cloud of pixie dust twinkling like Fourth of July sparklers.
And a door.
I didn’t hesitate.
I knew who was behind it.
Jumping to my feet, I dashed forward, grabbing the door knob to wrench it open and as the white room plunged into darkness behind me, I fell through the doorway, straight into the Fae Command Center.
And straight into Rafael’s arms where he stood in the center of the room, surrounded by various glowing crystals. An expression of pure shock suffused his handsome face, and then shedding his controlled persona, he lifted me off my feet and wrapping me in his arms, whirled me around a few times before crushing me close to his chest.
“Where have you been, Sydney?” he choked, his voice cracking with emotion.
He was hugging me so hard it was kind of hard to talk. Smiling, I placed my hands on his broad chest and pushed back a little—just enough to breathe easier—and then promptly buried my nose into his chest. He smelled nice.
For a few long, blissful moments, I closed my eyes and simply enjoyed being there, listening to the steady beating of his heart beneath my ear. He didn’t seem inclined to talk, either. He waited, until with the greatest reluctance, I finally asked, “How long have I been gone?”
“Almost two days,” he murmured, his lips brushing the tip of my ear.
I blinked and straightened. “Two days?” I repeated as my jaw dropped open.
It dropped even further when my astonished gaze really focused on him. He wasn’t wearing any eyeliner. I’d never seen him without any makeup. Stubble dotted his firm jawline. His shirt was wrinkled.
The pain in his gray eyes ran deep as he said, “We couldn’t find you anywhere on Avalon or Earth. Not one sign. Not even a single ray of light. What happened? We thought you were … dead.”
Dead? “Al—” I began.
“I had Brock cover for you,” he replied, quickly heading off my concern about Al and Betty. “I had to find you, Sydney. I wasn’t going to give up.”
I smiled and burrowed my nose into his shoulder once again even as I wondered if Al had fallen for Brock’s version of Sydney this time. But I didn’t think about it long. Rafael was still talking.
“Ajax told us about Marquis,” he informed, sliding his hand down the length of my arm to thread his fingers through mine. “He said when he woke up, you were gone. I even asked Jerry what had happened. He …” He paused, his voice trailing away.
I searched Rafael’s face. “What did Jerry say?” I asked, curious.
He hesitated a moment, and then answered with a slightly mystified shrug, “He just said you were closer to where you were supposed to be.”
I frowned. It was a strange answer. But then, Jerry had most likely been asleep the entire time and he was a mouse, after all.
A movement from the corner of my eye caught my attention and I glanced over to see Raven standing close by, her cold gaze riveted upon my hand locked in Rafael’s. She lifted her eyes. The expression in them left no doubt that she wanted to claw me to death.
There were a few other Fae in the Command Center, but they were a bit distracted. Their attention was split between me and a particularly large glowing orange crystal near the stairs.
“Where were you?” Rafael asked again, pulling me a little closer as if to make sure I was really there.
I turned back to face him. Where had I been? Had I really been to the Second Dimension? I suppressed a shudder and laid my head against his shoulder. I could feel his muscles tighten beneath my cheek.
“I don’t know,” I finally admitted. “I just woke up in a white room and I couldn’t find a way out. I had the hand mirror …” My voice trailed away as I realized that it was gone. Somehow, I’d lost it.
“The mirror?” Rafael’s brows jerked upwards in surprise.
“I … guess I lost it,” I said, clearing my throat.
He was looking down at me with a half-smile on his lips. “You used the mirror to get back?” he asked. “You’re a dangerously quick study, little human.”
The Fae by the stairs—even Raven—looked suitably impressed, but I was too confused to enjoy it much. “I don’t get it,” I said with a frown.
But any explanation I might have gotten was lost as all of the crystals around us lit up like neon lights, and almost immediately, feather-masked Fae popped into view to ring us, all dressed in white robes. Each of them bore an intricate Celtic circle prominently emblazoned on their clothing, masks, and even hands.
There was no doubt who they were. They were the high-ranking members of the Inner Circle. The other Fae in the room—with the exception of Raven—confirmed it with gasps and three-fingered salutes and then immediately shifted away. But whether they left out of respect or fear, I couldn’t tell.
Rafael stood where he was, appearing confident and in command, but under my fingers, I could feel his muscles tense.
After the mist cleared, one of the white-robed figures swept off her mask and stepped forward, her movements elegant like a dancer. It was Zelphie. Rafael’s mother.
Rafael eyed her curiously.
Zelphie pursed her lips, as if considering her words she finally announced in dulcet tones, “I’m here … to save you, Rafael. Look at you…” She stared at his disheveled state in some kind of horror. “You need help.”
Rafael raised an elegantly shaped brow.
Clearly, when a Fae didn’t dress up and put on makeup, it was a sign in Avalon that they needed an intervention of some kind. I have to admit, in spite of the situation, I thought it a little amusing, especially when the rest of the Inner Circle members merely nodded.
But my amusement didn’t last long.
One of the masked forms moved to join Zelphie and my throat constricted.
Instinct told me that it was Melody. Waving a graceful hand in front of her mask to make it disappear with a distinct pop, her blue eyes raked over me slowly—and with obvious distaste—before shifting to Rafael.
Rafael didn’t hesitate. “Where is Jareth?” he asked, his tone was barely civil.
For the briefest of moments, her eyes flashed, but her tone was benevolent in reply. “Safe, my dear mentee. You misunderstand so much, Rafael. I’ve only been trying to save you. I came back here. Now. To help you.”
If I wasn’t so scared of her, I would have rolled my eyes. Did she really think he’d believe that? After she’d ordered Jareth to kill him in the coffee shop?
Rafael’s face turned unreadable. “Then explain, Melody, what you’re saving me from,” he suggested politely.
Her eyes flicked in my direction and her ruby red lips curved in distaste. She and Raven apparently shared the same opinion of me. They weren’t my biggest fans.
But Melody didn’t come out and say it directly. Instead, she announced, “The time of purification has arrived. I have set it in motion, my dear Prince. It has begun. And I would not lose you to the destruction that is coming to Earth, Rafael. Come back to Avalon with me now, before it’s too late.”
Rafael lifted an alarmed brow. “What madness is this?”
Training his eyes over Melody’s head, his gaze focused to read her fate lines, and I guess what he saw there horrified him.
“What have you done, Melody?” he gasped. “Are you mad? How can you be so blinded by hatred?”
It was too much for Raven. Joining Melody, she spat, “You are the one who is blind, Rafael. Thanks to that human, you no longer think clearly.”
Her shrill tone made me wince and her furious gaze turned outright livid as Rafael anchored his arm firmly about my shoulders.
“You let jealousy color your judgment, Raven,” he told her in reply, but then with a frown shadowing his face, he turned back to Melody to urge, “Stop this, before it goes too far.”
Melody gave a disturbed maniacal laugh of the classic villain kind. And when I heard her next words, I felt like I was trapped in some kind of horror movie.
“Do not feel pity for them, Rafael,” she said, not even bothering to keep the contempt out of her voice. “Humans are vermin. But I have created a weapon, a weapon to free Avalon from both Earth and the Second Dimension, free us from our chains. At long last, they will be destroyed. Come back with me to Avalon before it is too late!”
The masked Inner Circle members began to murmur uneasily at that. Zelphie appeared torn as she turned her white and silver mask in her hands.
Even Raven frowned. I hoped it meant that she was experiencing some form of doubt. But then she held her hands out to Rafael to press, “Just come back with us. At least until we can settle this—”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Rafael interrupted in clipped tones. “I will stay and die on Earth if it comes to that.”
Raven’s lips parted in an incredulous expression.
“Then I have truly lost you, Rafael,” Melody dropped her voice.
Her shoulders slumped as if she were overwhelmed with the sadness of it all. She was a terrible actress. Did she really think she could do what she pleased, toss around a few lies, and have everyone just magically forgive her?
But Rafael pretty much ignored her. Keeping his eyes locked with Raven’s, he raised a hand. Jareth’s rune appeared between his long fingers. It was still glowing.
Raven turned her head to one side.
“You know where Jareth is,” Rafael said sternly. “Help me free him. All of us together can find and disarm Melody’s weapon. Even if you cannot care for Earth and the Second Dimension, Raven, do you really believe Avalon will be safe?”
I guess Melody figured all was lost with Rafael at that point. With a vehement curse, she waved her hand and disappeared. The rest of the Inner Circle members quickly followed, leaving only Zelphie and Raven behind.
Raven whirled upon me indignantly. “This is your fault,” she spat. “We’re losing control, just as before! Humans contaminated us then, just as now. You’re nothing more than walking viruses—”
I took an involuntary step back at her onslaught of words.
She advanced as if to follow, but Rafael caught her by the arm and swung her around.
“Enough, Raven!” he ordered, his voice carrying a threat. “Help me free Jareth and let’s put an end to Melody’s madness. Surely, you can see she is on the wrong path! You are better than this. You are not worthy of allowing petty jealousies to cloud your judgment.”
Looking at the viciousness in her eyes, I actually disagreed with him this time. But I didn’t feel compelled to point it out. Instead, I just zipped my mouth shut and vowed to keep my lips sealed so I wouldn’t make the volatile situation even worse.
“Don’t fight me, Raven,” Rafael continued grimly. “It’s time for you to leave Melody’s path and follow mine.”
It was obvious by the way her lips flattened into a stubborn line and her nostrils flared that her answer would be “No”. And it was.
“I can’t, Rafael,” she stated, tossing her head. She didn’t give him a chance to press further. She shifted away, leaving the smallest poof of mist followed by a whiff of perfume.
We stood there in silence, the three of us: Rafael, Zelphie, and I.
“Mother.” Rafael’s bow was distant and formal. “You know I believe the Queens rightfully rule Avalon. The time of our bloodline has passed. How can you be here? Dressed like this?” He waved his hand, drawing attention to her white robes and mask bearing the intricate Celtic circle, the symbol of the Inner Circle.
His mother gave an almost self-conscious laugh. It was an odd sound coming from someone who looked so sophisticated. “I know our relationship has always been … duty-based, Rafael,” she confessed. “But even so, how could I allow you to destroy yourself? Melody said … I could save you.”
The tension in the room was palpable. It lasted for what felt like an eternity until Rafael replied, “I do not need saving.”
Reaching out, Zelphie lightly placed a well-manicured hand on his arm. “Come home with me,” she murmured softly. “Let us leave this place.” Her eyes dropped to my face as she added, “And bring this one with you, if you must. We will find acceptance for her.”
I was pretty sure Zelphie didn’t like me very much either, but at least she didn’t outright detest me like Raven.
“No,” Rafael disagreed, shaking his head. “I will find Jareth and I will stop Melody’s weapon.”
There was another extended silence.
Finally, Zelphie whispered, “Then let me see how I may help you, my son.”
Surprising us both, she shimmered away in a cloud of mist that sparkled a little like it was sprinkled with pixie dust. I wondered at the difference but didn’t mention it. Too much was happening again. I wondered when it would ever end.
Rafael expelled a long breath, and then looked down at me tiredly.
I didn’t really want to hear the answer, but I felt compelled to ask anyway, “Is Melody really trying to destroy the Earth?”
I was right. I didn’t really want to hear what he said next.
“Yes,” he answered simply. “Her fate lines are clear now. The clearest they have ever been. She has built some kind of weapon that threatens the very existence of Earth as well as the Second Dimension.”
I felt the color drain out of my face.
“But there is more than one path in her destiny, Sydney,” he was quick to reassure, cupping my hands between his. “We must find Jareth. Somehow, he plays into this. And we must find him soon.”
“How?” I asked. “Where is he?”
“I need Raven’s assistance,” he replied, heaving a sigh.
It was depressing to hear. I didn’t think Raven was inclined to help, especially if I was in the picture. Everything seemed to be escalating. Had my Blue Thread escalated as well?
“Let me see you home,” Rafael was saying in a half whisper. “Even though I hesitate to have you gone from my sight again.
The Protectors are clearly compromised. Perhaps it would be safer to hide you away and let Brock remain as your decoy.”
Grateful for the distraction from my thoughts, I asked, “And what about Al? He’ll get suspicious soon, if he isn’t already.” That, and the fact that I didn’t like keeping Al in the dark, prompted the suggestion. I didn’t like lying to him.
Rafael gave a rueful smile. “I don’t relish the thought of telling him that I lost you for two days,” he acknowledged with a soft laugh. “I know he isn’t your father, but somehow I think he will be as unhappy with that news as if he were.”
That made me smile. A little. Al was like a father to me, the closest I’d ever had.
“I’ll tell him then.” Rafael sighed, reading my face, and then added with a light, teasing note, “I am relieved you are safe, Sydney, but I am not certain I will be once I speak with Al.”
My smile widened a little, but the distraction ended then and my thoughts of the evening returned. Meeting his clear gray eyes, I asked, “How did I really get back, Rafael? If I was really in the Second Dimension … how did I get back?”
His expression grew serious as he considered me thoughtfully. “There are reasons the Fae fear the human ability to dream,” he finally answered, absently running his thumb over the top of my hand. “Dreams are powerful. Humans create nebulous concepts and turn them into realities on Earth.”
I frowned a little. “The Fae create things, too, don’t they? Look at all that mirror technology.”
Rafael shook his head. “Our society has largely cloned such things from others. And the only unique creations we gave birth to were shaped by those with human blood in their ancestry. It has caused fear in our society. And fear causes many to fall back to what they know rather than rise to tame the unknown.”
Dreams. I guess dreams were powerful. They gave us a purpose, something to strive for. Recalling the dream he’d shared with me, I said, “But you dream. And you’re a Pureblood, right?”
“I have no explanation for it,” he said as a small smile played about his lips. “It must be because I fell in love with you.”
My heart skipped a beat. I wondered if I would ever get used to hearing words like that. I hoped I didn’t, because I liked the way my heart responded. It would be sad if he said such things and I felt nothing in response.
“The mirror could only have brought you by harnessing your power of human thought, the power of your dreams,” he said in a soft reflective voice. “Power is light and mirrors magnify light. It was enough to bring you back from … wherever it was that you were.”
The power of human thought. It was a lot to think about, and I was fast approaching the end of my ability to deal with any new information that day. I had a hard time wrapping my head around it. In the end, I could only conclude that my wish from the heart to see Rafael had actually created a door to help me reach him.
The hair stood on the back of my neck.
If that was true, then Humans really were powerful. And if we really stuck to our dreams, what could we actually achieve?
Gradually, I became aware of Rafael’s hand cupping my cheek as his soft humorous voice asked, “Where have you gone, Sydney?”
“Human thought,” I mused aloud, smiling a little into his hand.
His eyes questioned me, inviting me to share my thoughts, but I couldn’t. My thoughts were still forming. After all, I never thought of myself as powerful. My mom was too busy letting life toss her around as it pleased, responding to things as more of a victim than anything else. In fact, I’d never really met too many people who actually tried to control their own destinies. Maybe Betty. Probably Al. Certainly, Samantha.
Samantha. Now she was an interesting case. Even the Mesmers seemed afraid of her. And somehow, their unbeatable power had been rendered useless the moment she’d walked into her coffee shop. Maybe she just was responsible for it all. But how? Could humans really be that powerful?
I became aware of Rafael still watching me, and I blushed a little.
He just laughed. Leaning forward, he kissed my forehead and giving me that wry smile again, asked, “Shall we stay here and talk or shall I face my destiny with Al now?”
I knew he had to go. I knew that he had to find Jareth and stop Melody. And while I didn’t know what to do yet, I did know I wanted to see Al. I wanted nothing more than to hear his booming voice.
“Let’s talk to Al,” I said.
He squeezed my hand and pulled me to the door and we walked across the street, hand-in-hand. I tried not to think of anything, only noting the crunch of our boots on the gravel. It was early afternoon. There was a biting chill on the wind that made me think it was going to snow soon.
Al’s garage door was open.
We’d just stepped around a stack of boxes piled up almost to the ceiling, when I saw something out of the corner of my eye.
“Marquis!” Rafael grated, his gray eyes narrowing dangerously.
Marquis slithered forward to greet his. He didn’t appear to be too interested in his son. His attention was fixed upon me.
He didn’t waste any time asking, “How did you escape, human?”
I just stared at him, surprised, even as I wondered if he honestly just thought that I would blurt out that I’d somehow used the mirror to escape. But then I winced. He didn’t need me to talk. He could simply read my thoughts forming in the Second Dimension. It was an unfair advantage.
“Impossible!” Marquis’ mouth fixed in an arrogant sneer. “Humans are like blades of grass, swaying with the wind whichever way it blows. Human thoughts aren’t powerful enough to span dimensions.” He swaggered a couple of steps my way before making a sudden lunge.
But he wasn’t quick enough.
Rafael’s lips parted to speak a single word. I couldn’t understand what he said, it was unintelligible. I could only grasp his arm tightly as a wave of light rolled across the garage, scattering the boxes and knocking Marquis off his feet to fling him against the opposite wall. I hung onto Rafael as the wave of light receded and Marquis promptly slid to the floor.
Marquis’ attention shifted to Rafael this time. “How?” he asked, his eyes bulging a little.
“You forget,” Rafael informed him coolly. “I don’t need a trion.”
Slowly, Marquis stood, distracted by Rafael and clearly impressed. “It is such a waste if you refuse to join us,” he said. “Soon, we will roam the Earth. Nothing can stop us now. A descendant of Cor would be the most valuable ally. Join us. Time is running short. Join us before it is too late.”
“Never,” Rafael replied grimly.
“Never is such a final word.” Marquis grinned, regaining his composure as he stood straighter. “You would do much to save Sydney’s life, I would think—”
Before he even finished the sentence, Rafael was by his side, grabbing him by the collar and crumpling his shirt in a vice-like grip. “It’s dangerous to threaten me,” he warned as his lip curled in outright disdain.
Marquis appeared to believe him, at least for the moment. Dropping his hands, he stepped sideways to lean against the wall, crossing his legs at the ankle.
“It’s an honor to become one with the Brotherhood, my son,” he said with an emphatic wave of the hand. “By far beyond the greatest relationship you have ever experienced!”
In a detached way, I dimly noted the distinctive golden-eyed snake ring circling his finger. It was the same ring that I had seen in the Hall of Mirrors as the white-cloaked Melody had plunged a needle into its owner’s neck, to make him the father of Jareth. I could still hardly believe that Rafael and Jareth were half-brothers. They were polar opposites.
“There are legends that Cor could even dream and that his descendants—” Marquis was saying before he stopped in midsentence, his eyes smoldering in disbelief as his mouth dropped open in surprise. “Jareth? Jareth is my son?”
My eyes widened in horror. My thoughts had, once again, betrayed me.
“I should have watched your thoughtforms much sooner, Sydney.” Marquis chuckled in delight. “You are an overflowing fountain of information.”
The vein on Rafael’s neck began to pulse.
“Then Jareth’s blood holds the key.” Marquis’ mouth twisted darkly as he smoothed his brown wispy mustache. For a second, his pupils transformed into razor-thin reptilian slits. “And now, there is nothing that can stop us. We have the last piece. We have the secret of Jareth’s body, the body of kings, a body that can carry us out of the Second—”
“I will not let you near Jareth,” Rafael interrupted sharply. “His body will never be yours.”
Marquis’ eyes glinted and his smile deepened cruelly. “I only need his blood, willing or no. It makes little difference to me.”
I felt sick.
Marquis gave a low growl and without warning, lunged at us once again. I really don’t know what he was planning on doing. I just reacted instinctively, grabbing the first thing I could. It happened to be the small can of Lysol in my pocket. Wielding it like pepper spray, I pressed down on the nozzle and sprayed Marquis as he attacked, attempting to aim it into his eyes.
His reaction was the most violent response I’d ever seen. With a horrific screech I was certain the entire block would hear, he collapsed to the cement floor, gasping and clawing at his throat.
“No!” he shrieked, wild-eyed. “No! Do not go.” He started scrabbling at the air in front of him, pleading, “You can’t leave me. Not after all of these years!”
Rafael and I froze, stunned.
“No!” Marquis continued to wail, melting into the floor in a way that kind of reminded me of the wicked witch in The Wizard of Oz. He clasped his hands together, begging this time. “Don’t leave me. Don’t go. I can’t live without you. I’ll die. Living would be more painful than dying. You can’t leave me!”
Raising a brow, Rafael came up behind me and reaching over my shoulder, locked his hands over mine still aiming the Lysol can straight at Marquis.
Fear flickered in Marquis’ eyes. Genuine, bona fide terror. “No more,” he gasped, spreading his hands in front of his face. “No more. He’ll go. You can’t sever the cord between us. I can’t live without him!”
I stood there, uncertain of what I was hearing.
Without warning, Rafael pressed his thumb over mine and forced the nozzle down.
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The fine Lysol mist sprayed into the air, and Marquis wept, rocking back and forth on the garage floor. He didn’t even attempt to get away. He just huddled there, hugging his knees with a bowed head, looking totally defeated.
The spray fizzled out and in the shocked silence that followed, Rafael’s hand slowly fell away from mine and the Lysol dropped to the floor. The clang of the tiny can bouncing on the cement resonated throughout the garage, ringing louder than a bell.
I don’t know how long we stood there watching Marquis gulp and shudder. I didn’t want to acknowledge that the Lysol had somehow affected the connection between Marquis and his Lizard Person. I was afraid that I’d jinx it somehow.
After what felt like eons, Marquis began to whimper. “Gone,” he sobbed, covering his face with his hands. “I can’t live without him. I can’t. It’s unbearable. I can’t endure it.”
Slowly, Rafael moved to stand over his father, his handsome face impassive and composed. “Your fate with him is no more,” he informed Marquis in a detached ominous tone. “He won’t be coming back to you. That fate line for you no longer exists.”
I shivered. And not because of the nippy winter air.
Marquis wept so hard that he choked. “I can’t live alone,” he moaned in a cracked voice. “Powerless. I’m powerless without him. I’ll die.”
“You can’t die simply because you will it,” Rafael responded calmly, speaking as if one were speaking to a child.
I felt a wave of sympathy for Rafael. I was getting better at reading the subtle signs of his emotions, and I could tell by the tenseness of his jaw that he was upset. Who wouldn’t be? And how do you even deal with this kind of situation? Marquis had tried to kill us more than once. Or the lizard part of him had, anyway. It was perplexing. Where did the real Marquis begin and end? As I watched him grovel on the garage floor, I wondered if we’d ever know.
Rafael took a deep breath and murmured a few words.
At once, two Fae Protectors shifted into view behind Marquis to salute respectfully at Rafael before closing in on Marquis. Lifting him up by the arms, they disappeared in the mist, taking him with them, the sound of his hysterical shrieking reverberating through the rafters.
It was actually pitiful. The Lizard Person didn’t seem to have left much of a functional mind behind. He’d used up Marquis’ body and soul, leaving only a shell of a being in his wake, incapable of functioning without the Lizard Person controlling him from the Second Dimension.
It made me detest the Mesmers even more.
The vein on Rafael’s neck began to pulse, betraying his stress. I didn’t know what to say. What could I really say in this situation? Nothing really seemed to cut it. So I didn’t say anything. I just walked up to him and slipped my hand into his.
He squeezed my fingers tightly in response, and then taking me with him, walked over to the can of Lysol and picked it up.
It was then the realization truly struck me.
The Lysol really had worked.
Dumbfounded, I met Rafael’s mirroring stunned expression. “What’s in that stuff?” I asked.
“I’m guessing it’s the pine oil,” Al’s voice sounded from behind us. “It’s toxic to snakes.”
We both whirled to see Al framed in the doorway leading into the kitchen. Dressed in a gray t-shirt under his olive-colored army fatigues, he stood there with his booted feet planted wide apart and scowling so hard that his brows met to form a line.
Glancing behind him, I understood why.
Sydney.
I looked at myself standing behind Al, dressed in jeans and a “Bean There, Baked That” t-shirt. Strangely, all I could think was the fact that I really hoped Brock hadn’t gone to work as me yet. He’d caused me enough problems the last time.
As I watched, the other Sydney stepped around Al to pick her way over the scattered boxes on the floor to join us. She’d almost reached us when a shimmer of sparkles passed over her body and her image melted away into Brock’s familiar form.
Al hardly blinked.
Instead, he approached me with an appraising look. “Where have you been, kiddo?” he asked with a shrewd gleam in his eye. “You can tell me if you want to leave. You don’t have to hide. You’ve been gone two days this time, right?”
This time.
So, Al had noticed I was gone. And he’d known about the first time all along. I don’t know why but tears burnt my lashes. It meant the world to me that he’d known me well enough to never have been fooled.
We all opened our mouths to explain at once.
“Be quiet!” Al barked, holding up a finger for silence.
We clamped our mouths shut. Even Rafael.
Al nodded once and then pointed to me. “I want to hear from you first, kiddo,” he said.
I swallowed my emotions back and explained in a hurried rush that I hadn’t wanted to leave at all and how I’d apparently been taken to the Second Dimension by Marquis.
Al’s frown returned as he listened to me, and when I was done, he fixed a deadly gaze upon Rafael. “You have some explaining to do, young man,” he said in a stern voice. “Come with me.”
Brock and I watched as Al led Rafael to the end of the driveway by the mailbox. Apparently, he wanted to ensure a measure of privacy. I don’t know what they said. They both spoke in low, calm voices, but it was clear that Al was taking Rafael to task. And Rafael was undoubtedly apologetic.
“I have to admit, this is a brilliant sight to see,” Brock said with a chuckle.
I looked up into his pleasant face, a bit surprised. “Brilliant?” I asked, not following his thoughts.
His eyes filled with mirth. “To witness Rafael, the royally renowned descendent of Cor, being disciplined by Al, the human ...” He clucked, shaking his head.
I knew what he meant, even though I felt slightly insulted on Al’s behalf.
He must have read my face. “I truly didn’t mean to offend you, Sydney,” he quickly corrected as his smile returned. “It’s just amusing to see Rafael cringing because of a girl.”
I still frowned. But I have to admit, I was actually impressed at Al’s tenacity and by the end of their discussion, Rafael was actually squirming—a sight I’d never imagined to witness. The fact that Al was so concerned about my safety and welfare combined with Rafael’s respectful response to him made me feel … loved.
Finally, Al reached over and clasped Rafael upon the shoulder in a fatherly gesture and they both returned.
“Remind me never to misled Al again,” Rafael whispered in my ear with a repentant nod of his head in Al’s direction.
“We both agree it’s best you suit up as Sydney for a bit,” Al said to Brock as he entered the garage and then turned to me. “You need a bit of extra protection, and Rafael’s the best man for the job right now, kiddo. At least until Jareth gets back and things calm down a bit.”
I knew he was right and gave a hesitant nod. But I couldn’t resist rounding on Brock. “Don’t do anything crazy,” I warned. “No more special projects and fancy lattes.”
He just gave me a wide grin that I figured didn’t bode too well for either my job or schoolwork.
“I’ve got something for you, before you go,” Al said then, and crooking his finger for us to follow, he made his way into the kitchen.
Stepping over Tigger snoring in the kitchen, he opened the cupboard under the sink and squatted down to inspect the various cans and bottles. Selecting a large can of Lysol, he rose to his feet and tossed it at me. “Won’t hurt to take some of this with you, Sydney. Just in case pine oil really does work. I’m going to have to call Jack.”
Catching the can, I asked, “It’s only a few days, right?” My voice unexpectedly wobbled on the last word and I was strangely misty-eyed.
Al walked up to me and chucked me under the chin. “And maybe not even for that long. You’re not going far. Just across the street.”
“Yeah,” I smiled brightly and gave a vigorous nod. “Well, let me get a few things and tell Jerry good-bye.”
Armed with the Lysol, I snagged a fork from the silverware drawer as an afterthought and headed to my room. Yeah, I was only supposedly going across the street for a bit, but that didn’t mean much. If I ended up in Avalon, the fork might be handy and if I ended up in the Second Dimension, well, I patted the can of Lysol, I just might get to see if pine oil really did work.
Rafael followed and waited patiently as I stuffed my backpack with a few clothes and whispered my goodbyes to Jerry, sleeping in his cage. I’d never seen him sleep so much before. I guess maybe he might be hibernating.
Leaving Brock to impersonate me, I hugged Al goodbye one more time and then trudged back across the street with Rafael. It seemed much colder and bleaker on the return trip, and I shivered again.
Rafael apparently noticed. Reaching down, he threaded his long elegant fingers through mine as we stepped onto the porch.
He was very quiet. A lot had happened. He’d gone back to clenching his teeth, but this time I was a bit distracted by his strong jawline which naturally drew my eyes to his collarbone, broad shoulders, and muscled arms.
Evidently, he’d been watching me from the corner of his eye because he raised a brow then and turned to face me, making me realize that I’d been openly ogling him.
Suddenly, I felt shy.
But the awkwardness didn’t last long. The front door flew open to reveal Raven standing there with mascara running down the side of her cheek. Her eyes were red and swollen.
She didn’t waste time. “I’ll help you save Jareth, Rafael,” she announced with a hiccup. “He’s in trouble.”
Rafael didn’t say anything, but sliding an arm around my shoulders, he half-lifted me into the house.
Raven followed.
Lifting his hand, Rafael ordered the Fae in the Command Center to leave at once. And as soon as they’d gone, he turned to ask Raven tersely, “What happened?”
She stood there, twisting her hands and refusing to make eye contact before finally answering, “It’s Melody. She’s doing something to him, something awful. And she says she’s going to finish it today.”
Rafael’s brows shot up sharply and the expression on his face turned grim.
Raven hiccupped again and swallowed a sob. “How … how did everything become so confusing?” she asked no one in particular.
He watched her a moment and then pulled me aside. “You should stay here—” he began.
“I’m going,” I interrupted him firmly.
His gray eyes searched mine, and I guess he knew I wasn’t going to change my mind because he just nodded.
“Do you really trust her?” I asked then.
“She’s shallow and vain. She’s not a killer,” he replied softly.
We both glanced over to where she stood a short distance away. She looked miserable. Her face was pinched, her eyes red-rimmed, and she was crying so hard that a snot bubble formed on the tip of her nose. It was that snot bubble that made me trust his judgment. If Raven were playing some kind of game, I didn’t think she’d stoop so low as to appear unattractive while doing it.
“Ok,” I said, dropping my backpack on the floor. I patted my sweatshirt pocket to make sure I still had my trusty fork and a can of Lysol. Clamping my fingers down on his arm, I added, “Let’s do this.”
“Then let’s go,” Rafael said almost under his breath.
It only took a second. I was getting used to shifting now. And only a moment later, we stood in the City of Queens.
Avalon.
I didn’t really like the place. Mostly because each time I was there, I was always afraid I’d never get back home. I was always visiting under stressful circumstances. Otherwise, I believe I would have been awestruck by its beauty.
The air was warm like a pleasant summer day. We’d arrived inside the castle grounds this time, behind the white wall that ran the perimeter of the Queens’ estate in the city center. The complex purple crystalline structure of their castle rose behind us. And from where I stood, I could see the rooftop of the sacred Hall of Mirrors. I knew the Queens still wanted our heads for ever daring to set foot in the place. It was a good thing they didn’t have a clue we were back.
A fair distance away to the left, I saw the massively carved main gate with the crowds of elaborately dressed Fae milling about, just like before. The sound of flutes filled the air. I wondered if they were the same Fae, or if the Queens’ castle was really that popular.
But then Raven and Rafael moved away and shaking off my thoughts, I followed.
Raven led us down a winding path to a stone circle that looked a lot like a mini Stonehenge, each stone being about the size of a door. Striding up to a light colored stone with an engraved circle in the center, she held out her hand and a moment later, I learned they actually were doorways. Well, portals really. A beam of light came out and kind of just sucked us all up and transported us to a long dark corridor, lit by one of the eerie floating balls of light that I’d seen during my last trip to the City of Queens.
Rafael didn’t seem too surprised at where we’d ended up, so I just followed them down a long flight of narrow stone stairs endlessly spiraling into the darkness below. The floating ball of light trailed behind us, casting long shadows on the rock walls.
Finally, we reached the bottom and on the last step, Raven paused.
“Melody’s secret lab is behind this wall,” she said in an urgent whisper, her voice sounding nasal. She’d been crying so much that she could no longer breathe through her nose.
“Right,” Rafael gave a soft, crisp reply.
She looked at me questioningly.
“I’m going with him,” I hissed stubbornly, moving forward to grab his hand.
But Rafael seemed inclined to object this time. “It might be safer to stay here with Raven,” he suggested but cut himself short as a new globe of light appeared above us, bobbing our direction.
Raven responded by grabbing our arms and pulling us to the face of the rock, and as a door zipped open, we jumped inside.
We arrived in a room that was pretty much empty except for a large white panel resting against the wall. It reminded me of a really big whiteboard.
“We have to hide,” Raven hissed, pushing us to the white panel. “Melody’s coming.”
I didn’t have much time to glance around as I was shoved behind the panel. I realized then that it was like some kind of one-way mirror. I could see into the empty room perfectly. I really hoped Melody wouldn’t be able to see me just as easily.
Rafael and Raven had just squeezed in beside me when the door flew open and Melody entered, wearing her long flowing white cloak and her blonde hair pulled up into a tight bun.
She moved to the wall opposite us and raising her hand, spoke a single word.
At once, a large rectangular object descended from the ceiling and when it was almost at eye level, I realized it was some kind of bed. Or a cage, maybe. Large metal bands arced over the top of it to restrain its occupant. It took me a moment to recognize it from the glimpse I’d seen in the hand mirror.
We’d finally found Jareth.
He lay there, unnaturally still and with sweat gleaming on his forehead. His eyes were closed and he was breathing fast.
But he was breathing.
Relief coursed through me.
He really was alive.
“It is time, Jareth,” Melody announced as the bed settled into place in the center of the chamber. “It is time for you to fulfill your destiny and do what I created you to do. You must begin now. I can no longer afford delays.”
“I only live to serve your every whim, Melody,” Jareth managed to drawl and even in his weakened state, the sarcasm came through loud and clear.
I found myself smiling in relief. He had to be feeling somewhat recovered in order to have the energy to make his trademark snarky comments.
Melody didn’t seem ruffled by his attitude. And on second thought, I guess she wouldn’t. She was probably partially responsible for it, anyway.
She waved her hands and Jareth’s bed tipped upright to face her. He was still enclosed in the metal bands. It looked like he was buried in some kind of iron ribcage.
“At last, I shall see the fruits of labor. My many, many years of labor,” Melody was saying with a self-satisfied smile.
“And will you now reveal why?” Jareth asked. His voice wavered a little, betraying a weakness that made me just want to rush forward and free him immediately.
I must have moved because Rafael’s hand clamped down over mine.
Melody apparently shared my concern, but I was sure it wasn’t from the goodness of her heart.
“Are you rejecting your nourishment?” she asked him in a suspicious voice. “I need you strong. Even stronger than before to do what you must do. You are my masterpiece, Jareth. Failure is not an option.” She leaned over to inspect a series of flashing lights on the side of the bed.
“Ah, what I must do,” he repeated sarcastically, clearing his throat. “A masterpiece created from years of Mesmer research.”
“I only created them to strengthen you, my dear Jareth,” she murmured absently.
“And why hide such a secret?” he pressed. “Especially when secrets are only made to be exposed.”
But she really wasn’t listening to him. All of a sudden, she began to curse. Or at least, I think it was some form of Fae cursing. She was spitting harsh-sounding words as her face darkened in anger.
“You fool!” she shouted, her chin trembling with fury. “You’ve ruined my system. You’ve rejected your healing! Your foolishness will only allow Rafael to win! We can’t let our enemies outmaneuver us. This is a most critical—”
“No, not our enemies.” Jareth drew the word ‘our’ out in a mocking tone. "My own brother isn’t my enemy. The only enemy I have is you, Melody.”
She waved her fingers and Jareth’s face abruptly twisted in agony.
“So, you wish to know your purpose?” she asked, planting her face inches from his. “Do you wish to know how many you will destroy at my bidding?”
I held my breath as I felt Rafael’s muscles tense under my fingers.
“Never!” Jareth struggled helplessly against the iron bands. “I’m not a mass murderer.”
Melody’s nostrils flared. “Never? I think not. I’ve lost so much because of you,” she hissed in fury. “Because of you, I was forced to destroy our fellow Fate Trackers. All of them. Even those I loved as dearly as my own offspring.”
Jareth gasped.
At my side, I heard Rafael’s harsh intake of breath.
“You … killed them?” Jareth choked. “It was you who murdered the Fate Trackers? You were our mentor!”
Melody heaved a long, sorrowful sigh. She actually had tears in her blue eyes. “It broke my heart,” she confessed in a tremulous voice. “The sacrifice was … immeasurable. You have no idea how hard that was to do, but I did it for Avalon. I did it because they would have discovered you. I sacrificed so much! And I did it for you, Jareth. To protect you for the day you would free us from our chains!”
“You are insane,” he choked, looking upon her with outright horror.
I don’t think she even really heard him. “Now that your Blue Thread is gone, I see only one fate line before you now, Jareth,” she said. There was a triumph in her eyes and she was rubbing her hands together like a little kid looking at a mountain of presents. “You are my weapon, my secret weapon. And you alone are capable of transcending all three dimensions. You can travel where the Fae cannot. You can dream as well as any human, and even more, you can see their thoughtforms. You were created to travel to the Second Dimension and free Avalon of its chains. It matters little that Earth will be destroyed along the way. The humans are vermin, unworthy of saving.”
Jareth looked like he was going to vomit as Melody began to laugh.
“It’s no matter.” She shrugged, pointing to the lights on the bed. “You’re still strong enough to fulfill your mission. You haven’t stopped me, you young fool. You are my weapon. You will travel to the Second Dimension and uproot the Tree of Life itself. It is your destiny. And you will fulfill it. Every fate line above your head says it is so.”
Rafael gasped.
Jareth blanched.
I closed my eyes.
It was all so horrible. Jareth’s Blue Thread had come and gone. And from the looks of it, he’d also made the wrong choice. His fate lines were now the same as Rafael’s. They both ended with the destruction of the Tree of Life.
And that meant we were all going to die.
What seemed like just some kind of vague theory before now seemed so real.
Jareth had been created to kill us all.
And maybe Fate had tried to help us out by giving all three of us choices to fix it. Only, now both Rafael and Jareth had made their decisions. Rafael had been wrong for sticking up for me and following his heart. And now Jareth, he was evidently wrong to not join the Brotherhood.
They had to be wrong choices, because now both of their fates ended up in the destruction of the Tree of Life and thus the end of Earth along with the Second Dimension.
What kind of deal was that?
It was supremely, utterly, undeniably unjust and unfair!
One of the metal bands around Jareth’s chest suddenly released, narrowly missing Melody’s head.
She stepped back. “I see I must make another adjustment,” she observed with an almost clinical detachment. “That ability should lie dormant until you reach the Second dimension. I can’t have you controlling iron here. It’s much too dangerous for that in Avalon.”
She began humming a happy song as she leaned over him and raised her trion. He slumped sideways, losing consciousness at once.
So that had been what I had witness Melody doing to him before. Making adjustments.
A smell that reminded me of burning electrical wire filled the room and as a beam of light shot out of Jareth’s forehead, Rafael made his move.
Springing from behind the white panel, he spoke a single, unintelligible word. At once, a golden bubble encased Jareth, protecting him from Melody’s ministrations as she jerked back as if she’d been burned.
Her jaw dropped, obviously shocked to find Rafael there. “How—” she began. But her eyes turned livid as Raven stepped out to join him.
“You’ve gone mad, Melody,” Raven accused, choking on a sob.
“Fool!” Melody spat in contempt. “You’ve let yourself be blinded by love.” She rolled her eyes. “And for what? He doesn’t even love you in return. He never will.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Raven replied, wiping her eyes on the back of her hand. “He’s right. You’re mad.”
I slid out from behind the panel to join them, and Melody’s eyes immediately locked onto mine. I could see the murderous rage simmering there. And facing her, I wasn’t sure which was worse. Melody or the Tulpa. They were pretty close.
“There’s nothing to be said to you,” Rafael was telling her firmly. “You will be imprisoned for your many crimes.”
“The Tree of Life must be destroyed, Rafael,” Melody said, reaching out to him. Her eyes were lit with a sort of maniacal fire. “Avalon holds the root of the tree. We won’t be harmed if Earth and the Second Dimension are obliterated!”
“Roots need the branches and leaves to survive,” Rafael informed her coldly. “And even if that were not so, even if the roots could spring branches and leaves anew, would you really abolish the entire second and third dimensions for the sake of purity alone?”
Melody shrugged. Obviously, she didn’t mind committing mass murder. I guess to her, we truly were nothing more than viruses or vermin.
The door in the wall zipped open and Zelphie entered, followed by Harmony.
I hadn’t seen Harmony in a long time. Looking at her now, it was still hard to believe she was a highly-trained Fae captain once tasked with Rafael’s safety. She’d always be Rafael’s blonde-headed sister to me.
She sent me a warm smile before swooping down on Melody. “We received your transmission, Rafael,” she said, as a band of light popped out of the slim golden bracelet circling her wrist to bind Melody’s hands like handcuffs. “Raven and I will take Melody to the Hall of Justice. The evidence is undeniable.”
For the first time, a real look of concern entered Melody’s eyes.
As the wall zipped open again and a few Fae Protectors entered, Harmony began issuing orders.
Shortly after, Melody was led away, but she glanced back at me just before the wall shut. Her expression was dark, but I’ll never forget her smirk. It was a confident smirk, one that indicated she felt like she’d still won. It made me uneasy, and I was immensely relieved to find her finally gone.
I turned away.
Rafael, Zelphie, and Raven stood by Jareth’s side. The golden bubble surrounding him had popped and he was breathing easier, but he was still unconscious and trapped in the iron bands.
As I joined them, Rafael looked down at me with a half-smile on his lips. “Could you?” he asked, indicating the iron bands with an elegant gesture.
They watched as I stepped up to release the clasps. “It’s a good thing I came,” I couldn’t resist pointing out.
Zelphie actually smiled at me before turning her attention to Jareth. Several small sparks shot out from her bracelet, and then he was sitting up groggily, his eyes going in and out of focus.
Swinging his legs off the bed, his brown eyes finally settled on Rafael. “What took you so long, brother?” he asked in a gruff, gravelly voice.
The corner of Rafael’s eyes crinkled at that and his voice softened as he replied, “You weren’t that easy to find, brother.”
Jareth snorted and tried to stand, but his legs were wobbly and he pitched forward. Rafael caught him as he fell.
I hurried to help.
Jareth was a lot heavier than he looked, and we didn’t speak as we headed for the door.
As we slowly made our way up the spiraled steps, I couldn’t help but ask, “Why can’t we just shift?”
“There’s no light here,” Rafael’s voice sounded unnaturally loud in the dark.
I glanced at the eerie ball of light tracking our progress.
“That light is trapped,” Rafael explained.
Or I guess he thought it explained it. It didn’t really mean much to me. But I didn’t pursue it. My attention was diverted to Zelphie and Raven behind us.
“You made the right choice, Raven,” Zelphie was saying.
“I know,” she said, her voice sounding much more normal now that she’d stopped crying so much. “But it will provide little benefit to me.”
I figured she was talking about Rafael loving her.
Zelphie confirmed my suspicions. “The heart can’t be ordered to feel what it doesn’t wish to feel,” she said in soft, dulcet tones. “But you can be at peace, knowing you made the right choice.”
“Saving Earth is little consolation,” Raven replied petulantly.
I figured she didn’t really mean it. I guess she was more of a brat than evil.
Jareth gave a loud groan as we reached the last step, and again, I felt the sucking sensation as I was transported to the other side of the portal.
But this time, we weren’t alone as we arrived at the mini Stonehenge.
In front of us stood the Queens of Avalon. The blonde-haired Queen of the Light clad in black and the raven-haired Queen of the Dark dressed in white. Jewels glinted in their elaborately-braided hair and blue lipstick sparkled on their lips.
Fierce looking Protectors surrounded us all. Their white-spotted leopards graced with sharp, pointed horns crouched by their sides. I didn’t like the way the leopards were looking at us, as though we were tasty two-legged snacks.
Not yet fully conscious, Jareth still managed to stagger a step forward, patting his pants as if searching for something. “Where’s my trion?” he asked, his words slightly slurred. “I’ll root them while you run, Rafael.”
Rafael just shook his head, amusement flashing in his eyes. “You can’t even stand,” he muttered under his breath, catching Jareth as he tripped.
Suddenly, the Light Queen raised a hand.
“Dare you come here, Rafael?” she thundered in a voice that made my heart stand still. “What words can you possibly utter that will stay my lips from ordering your execution on this very spot? You have shown nothing but disrespect for us and you have desecrated the Hall of Mirrors!”
I froze.
Slowly, Rafael stood to his full height. And then he said the last thing I ever would’ve expected him to say. “I order you to take me to your Hall of Mirrors. At once!”



 
Chapter Six - Fear
 
Jareth’s dark head snapped back and with a sardonic twist of his lip, he said, “Irony becomes you, Rafael.” His voice sounded unusually weak.
The Queens were anything but amused. Their blue-sparkled lips opened in shocked outrage to accuse in unison, “You speak as a traitor, Rafael.”
I wasn’t exactly fond of the Queens. The last time we’d met, they’d wanted to get rid of me. I couldn’t see any reason for their feelings to have changed. But for the moment, anyway, they seemed more concerned with Rafael.
“If you can’t see that I’ve never been a threat to you, then you are unworthy of the throne, my Queens,” Rafael replied with a scathing frown. “Avalon has never been in greater danger than now. So now, we must break the rules. We can’t let traditions blind us. I need—I must see the mirrors. Jareth’s fate lines dictate that I must track back through his fate. It is his only chance to survive. And I will do it, with or without your help.” He stood there, feet planted wide and his arms folded in defiance.
The Queens had wanted to execute us ever since we’d set foot in the forbidden Hall of Mirrors. It didn’t seem likely they’d willing help us enter the place a second time.
They both frowned.
But it was the way they did it that struck me.
It looked scripted. Call it a gut-feeling, but they suddenly appeared to be playing a game. And the facts certainly backed that up. They were Queens. If they’d wanted to kidnap me and exact some form of Fairy justice, there was no doubt they could have done it. Nothing could have stopped them from ordering a Fae Protector to zip down to Earth and bring me back. It wasn’t like I’d be able to resist, especially if they shape-shifted into Rafael. I’d probably be fooled long enough to willingly turn myself in before I’d realized my mistake.
I was jolted out of my reverie by the Queens themselves. “Perceptive,” they whispered in unison, their astute gaze giving me the shivers.
But I didn’t know what they meant by that. They could very well have been confirming the fact they could have easily kidnapped me if they’d wished.
Without warning, they raised their hands and a golden bubble of light formed around us—just around the Queens, Rafael, Jareth, and I. And before I had time to even wonder, the bubble popped.
We’d been shifted into the Hall of Mirrors and were standing in the very center of the cathedral-like building. The two enormous mirrors hung suspended in midair, spanning the entire space, stretching from the floor to the breathtaking domed ceiling above me. I could only stand there, staring at them in awe.
Gradually, I became aware of the fact the Queens were watching me, but I couldn’t read their faces. They didn’t display any emotion.
“Human intuition,” they suddenly intoned. “An interesting power. One wonders why it isn’t exercised more often.”
As Rafael’s curious brow ached my way, I just shrugged in return. I didn’t know what to tell him. Yet. I didn’t know what game the Queens were really playing, anyway. It could very well end with nasty consequences for me.
Jareth gave a feeble snort. For a moment, he looked like he wanted to make some kind of snarky comment, but I guess he still lacked the energy. Instead, he just closed his eyes and leaned into Rafael standing at his side.
Seeming to lose interest in me, the Queens addressed Rafael. “You are here, as requested, Rafael. But the mirrors will not help you. They have been silent since the last time the human beheld them. But if you wish, look in them as you will.” With a graceful flutter of fingers, they waved at the mirrors in an open invitation.
We hesitated, uncertain what they were up to. They knew we didn’t trust them. After all, they were Mind Whisperers. And their faces were impossible to read.
I glanced at the massive mirrors. They were astounding, so huge to be just hanging in the air. The Mirrors of Destiny. Rafael had told me that they faced each other to record into infinity, but unlike last time, their surfaces were dark now—pitch black, actually—and didn’t reflect anything.
Or so it seemed.
Instinctively, I knew that was wrong. The more I stared into the blackness, the more I became certain the darkness was alive. Moving. Sensing. Reaching.
With a choking gasp, I recognized it for what it was.
The Mutant Tulpa. It was enormous, stretching out to consume the entire universe, and my heart quailed as a feeling of dread and of impending doom encompassed me. Was that our future now? For everything to be turned into fear? Was there no way out of it all?
Dimly, I became aware of Rafael’s reassuring hands on my shoulders. I guess I must have cried out, but his presence calmed me, providing enough strength so that I could point at the mirrors and exclaim, “It’s … it’s fear, and it’s alive!”
The Queens descended upon us at once, their eyes locked upon the mirrors, and I could only bite my tongue and stare at the blackness of fear, horrified.
It took some time before I realized that Rafael and the Queens were talking, but I didn’t hear their words. They sounded angry. Vicious. Afraid.
Suddenly, I just wanted to get away.
Stepping back, I moved to join Jareth, weaving a bit unsteadily upon his feet. He looked sick. His skin was pale and clammy. As I arrived, he tore his eyes from the mirrors to search mine. I could see the alarm in his face.
He shook his head and said in a voice of resignation, “That’s our future then, Sydney.”
“No!” Rafael interjected before I could respond.
His voice rang loudly through the hall, and then strangely began to bounce back and forth between the mirrors, echoing “No!” louder and louder until the volume increased so much that the floor rumbled, and we all covered our ears.
Jareth collapsed to his knees.
I shivered, hugging my elbows.
The ringing and rumbling stopped.
Rafael inhaled audibly and faced the Queens, waving his hand at the black mirrors behind him. “Yes, what you see is where we are, the results of our choices, and yes, it could very well be the final result,” he explained, stubbornly locking his strong jaw. “But Sydney has not yet been given the chance to make her choice. And do not doubt it. She will make the right one.”
I wasn’t so confident. But I guess he had a point. And it knocked me out of once again playing the part of a victim, of just receiving what life dealt without even trying to fight back. Deep inside my inner-being, a spark ignited. Rafael was right. Yeah, maybe Jareth and Rafael had made their choices, but I hadn’t. If I didn’t even try, fear would win by default. I had to remember that while my choice could spell the disaster in the mirrors, my choice also carried a promise of a chance to make it all right. I had to stand up and try.
And I could start by not feeding the Tulpa the fear it needed to get even stronger.
“Don’t feed it,” I said then. “It lives off fear.”
It could have been a coincidence, or maybe not. But the mirrors chose that moment to vibrate. We all froze, watching as the darkness began to recede. It started at the corners, moving so slowly that I didn’t notice it at first until I noticed the blackness collapsing in on itself, growing smaller and smaller until it finally vanished into a tiny hole.
But I knew the Tulpa wasn’t really gone. Not yet.
Suddenly, the mirrors displayed a kaleidoscope of colored images. Millions. So many and so fast that I couldn’t understand them before they switched once again to reveal myself standing in a life-sized coke bottle, dressed in a black lace dress with Jerry perched on my shoulder. I was banging on the glass, trapped.
As if in a dream, I reached out to touch the glass, but before I could reach it, the mirrors’ surfaces cleared to show nothing more than our reflections.
“I don’t understand,” I said in the astonished silence that followed. My voice shook. I hadn’t really followed what had happened the past few minutes.
The Queens seemed shaken themselves. They took a few moments before replying together, “Humans are powerful creatures. With the Power of Thought—with what you label as ‘dreams’—you can alter reality. The possibilities are endless.”
I wasn’t really sure about that. “I don’t really dream of standing in a coke bottle,” I couldn’t resist pointing out.
Jareth interrupted us with a groan, grasping his head between his hands, and Rafael was at his side in an instant, forming a bubble of light around him that clearly eased his pain. But the expression on Rafael’s face as he looked up at the Queens disturbed me. He almost seemed scared.
“I must aid him, at once,” he informed them.
“Then do so,” the Queen of the Light bid imperiously. “Sift through Jareth’s past and show us the evidence of Melody and her designs. That is what you’re searching for, is it not?”
Rafael’s brows knit into a grim frown as he replied, “Swear you’ll not stop us. I’ve shown faith in you. It’s time you should do the same. Swear upon all that you hold sacred that you’ll help us.”
They didn’t like that. “Is what you will reveal so devastating? Is that why you crushed the evidence we sought beneath your feet?”
I remembered Rafael crushing a gray cube with his heel, telling me it was all that the Queens had wished to know. What had they wished to know? Of Melody’s evilness? If so, then why would Rafael protect her?
“Not her, Sydney. He was protecting us,” Jareth moaned from where he lay on the floor. He’d obviously recovered enough to see the thoughtforms I’d been generating.
Rafael’s eyes flickered in surprise, but he met my gaze to answer my unspoken question. “Yes, I had evidence of Melody’s betrayal, evidence that she’d created a weapon. I didn’t know what kind of weapon it was then, but I saw enough in your fate lines—both of yours—to know the Queens would seek to destroy us all should they find the answer.” He paused and studied my face. “And now you must see it, too. I can’t risk either of your lives over this.”
I frowned. I didn’t think he had much choice anymore.
Jareth was breathing hard. I watched his chest rise and fall. His life was already in danger over what Melody had done to him. He obviously needed help. But if the Queens discovered he was the weapon—created to destroy the Tree of Life—they’d probably just finish the job. Most likely, they’d kill Rafael too when they discovered his fate also ended at the tree. After that, there would be no one left to stop them from getting rid of me as well.
On the floor, Jareth began to writhe in pain, and it was clear if we didn’t help him, he was going to die, anyway.
“Help him,” I told Rafael, dropping to my knees beside them. “If I do have a real chance to make the right choice, then I’ll have the both of you with me, right? You said I needed you and I know I do. That means all three of us are going to make it through this right now, right?”
It was a weird, backwards-kind of logic, but it worked.
Rafael hesitated a moment before nodding in reluctant agreement.
Ignoring the Queens, he rose gracefully to his feet and approached the mirrors which were already filling with a smoky haze as myriad glowing threads appeared over Jareth’s reflection. Lifting a hand, Rafael picked one and began tracking it back through time like he’d done before.
The Queens appeared startled and even a little displeased at this ability, but they remained quiet as Rafael worked.
Silence fell.
Jareth began drifting in and out of consciousness.
I’d scarcely wondered how long Rafael would take to find what he was searching for when Melody’s white-cloaked figure appeared. She loomed large on the mirrors’ surfaces, hovering over a young Jareth as he lay asleep on some kind of metallic hospital-type of bed. Holding a needle-sized crystal shard between two fingers, she balanced it on Jareth’s forehead and after only a moment of hesitation, drove it into his skull.
I gasped.
Apparently, that was what Rafael needed to know. He returned to kneel by Jareth’s head as the scene on the mirrors played in the background. I watched as he placed a hand over Jareth’s forehead and their skin began to glow.
It seemed less than a minute before a crystal shard erupted from Jareth’s forehead and hovered in midair a few inches above him. Threads of root-like light—about a dozen of them—ran from the crystal to disappear back into Jareth’s brain. As we watched, Rafael slowly and methodically zapped each root with a spark of light until finally all were clipped and the shard fell into his palm.
“You will carry out your mission!” Melody’s sing-song voice chanted suddenly.
Surprised, we all glanced back at the mirrors to see Melody bending over Jareth, a strand of light issuing from her finger and connecting with the tip of the crystal shard that she’d buried in his brain.
“No!” Rafael commanded, waving his hand to silence the mirrors.
But the Queens both raised their arms and overrode his order. “Play on,” they bade the mirrors. “And stop for no one.”
Rafael’s eyes widened in alarm and he turned back to me, but the Queens flicked a finger my way and I was immediately encapsulated in some kind of light bubble. I couldn’t move in it. And Rafael couldn’t reach me.
“No!” he shouted angrily at the Queens. “Give Sydney her chance. See what humans can do!”
“Nothing will stop you from your mission, Jareth,” Melody’s voice cut through the massive hall. “You will travel to the Second Dimension and you will destroy the Tree of Life!”
I’ll never forget the complete horror etched upon the Queens’ faces as they suddenly understood Melody’s plans. They were utterly, devastatingly, overwhelmingly taken aback.
“Destroy the Tree of Life?” they shrieked in open disbelief, raising their trions at once.
I had no doubt they were going to destroy us all as we stood there. And they probably would have succeeded, if Jareth hadn’t suddenly leapt up from the floor. Grabbing Rafael’s arm, he reached into my imprisoning bubble as if it didn’t even exist and shifted us away in so fast a blur that the Queens didn’t even have time to speak a single word in their trions.
One moment I stood in the Hall of Mirrors with the Queens determined to kill us all, and the next, I smelled the familiar homey scent of fresh blueberry muffins.
I blinked in confusion.
We stood in the kitchen of Samantha’s coffee shop.
“Why here?” Rafael turned on Jareth to ask cryptically.
Sweeping the strands of long dark hair from his eyes, Jareth shrugged. “Samantha is the strongest being I know,” he answered simply enough.
As Rafael began methodically circling the area, furrowing his brows in concentration to burn protection runes on the walls, Jareth leaned against the metal kitchen table and helped himself to a fresh blueberry muffin. I guess I couldn’t blame him. Maybe he needed the energy. He certainly looked like he needed it. He was pale and his eyes puffy.
With the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end, I sidled closer to him.
So, Samantha was some kind of special creature. That made sense. No one else had been able to resist the Mesmers without the help of a faraday cage. Not even the Fae.
“What is she?” I whispered.
Jareth only looked supremely irritated and raised a curious brow to grunt, “Huh?” before he took another large bite.
I glanced around the empty kitchen to make sure Samantha wasn’t hiding in some corner ready to pop out and surprise us before I leaned closer to repeat again, “Samantha! What is she?”
Jareth scowled. Bending down, he planted his nose an inch from mine. “She’s a dragon, Sydney.”
I gulped and shivered. “A … real dragon?” I hadn’t known dragons really existed. Did they possess the ability to shape-shift, just like the Fae?
“Dragon?” he scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Did you hit your head on something, Sydney? Of course she’s not a real dragon! She’s human! Why would you think she’s not?”
It was my turn to scowl. “I don’t get it,” I practically growled at him. I felt let down. “You said she was the strongest being you knew.”
“And she is, Sydney,” he replied seriously. His eyes narrowed a little, and it took me a moment to recognize his expression for what it was. Admiration. “The thoughtforms that Samantha generates are among the most powerful I’ve ever witnessed. And in this place, her shop, they’re the strongest. The Queens’ trions won’t work here. No one can ultimately harm another in this shop. It’s infused with Samantha’s innate protection. And it’s a protection of the likes I’ve never seen before.”
Samantha’s protection. A human? I held still, shocked at the thought. Could humans really be that powerful? How did they do it?
Jareth reached over and pinched my nose. “It’s her heart, Sydney. When a human operates solely from the heart in everything they do, the true power of humanity is unleashed.”
I opened my mouth. I don’t really know what I was going to say. Probably that I didn’t believe him, but I didn’t have time to get the words out because Rafael joined us then and pointed at the back door.
We followed the direction of his finger.
The Queens had arrived.
They’d taken the time to change but not for vanity’s sake. They were dressed from head to toe in black and white body armor. It was overwhelmingly obvious that they were readied for war.
The silence that descended upon the kitchen was absolute. We just stared at each other, waiting for some side to make the first move.
A box fell off a stack in the storage room just as the door flew open and Samantha walked into the kitchen.
As usual, her eyes zeroed in on me first.
“Sydney, what are all these folks doing in here?” she asked crisply, clearly less than thrilled. A frown of disapproval creased her brow. “This isn’t sanitary.”
I opened my mouth but no sound came out.
I’m not even sure Samantha noticed. Clearly working to keep her diplomatic smile in place, she waved her hands to shoo us all out. “You’ll have to go out front now, young ladies. This area is strictly employees only.”
The Queens greeted this with a severe frown. “Be gone!” they ordered.
But Samantha did the complete opposite. With her hands upon her hips, she headed for the Queens. Rafael moved forward as if to block her, but the Queens raised their trions before we could stop them.
“You shall suffer for your disobedience, human!” they cried, their voices reverberating throughout the kitchen and causing the pots and pans to rattle on the walls. “Be rooted to the ground!”



 
Chapter Seven – My Type
 
But the Queens power didn’t affect Samantha. She just walked right up to them and snatched the trions right out of their astonished fingers.
“Interesting toys you have there,” Samantha observed with a professional detachment. “I’m assuming you’ve had a bit too much to drink, young ladies, so I’ll just take these before you poke someone’s eye out. Now, follow Sydney up front and she’ll give you some of our blackest coffee. It’ll sober you right up.”
The Queens just stood there, speechless. I almost felt sorry for them. They’d just been experiencing one shock after another.
Samantha clapped her hands. “Hop to, young ladies,” she directed, clearly working to keep her smile in place. “I’ve got work to do now, and you know very well you shouldn’t be back here.”
When they still didn’t make a move, Rafael stepped forward, waving them towards the door before pivoting on his heel to lead the way. They didn’t resist. Still dazed, they just fell in line behind him.
Samantha nodded in satisfaction before turning to Jareth. Her cool gaze swept over him, not missing a thing. “Eat a few more of those muffins, Jareth, you look like you need them,” she suggested, nodding at the discarded cupcake wrapper on the table next to him. “You really should focus on wholesome foods. Remember, your health is a gift and not to be taken for granted. You should really use your fame for the good. Those young ladies could do with a better role model to emulate, don’t you think?”
She nodded in the direction of the Queens stepping through the door into the coffee shop dining area. They obviously heard her. Their backs went rigid, but they kept walking and the door swooshed shut behind them.
Jareth’s deep laugh rang through the kitchen. Even though he was growing stronger by the minute, he still looked like he was suffering from a horrible hangover. Stalking toward Samantha, he lifted her up by the waist and whirled her into a circle before setting her down lightly on her feet.
“You’ve no idea what you’ve done tonight, dragon,” he chuckled. Placing his hand dramatically on his heart, he lowered his lashes to add, “I think I’m falling in love with you.”
“Right,” Samantha replied, entirely unfazed. Turning to me, she charged, “Take this handful of a young man right up front and give him some of that black coffee too, Sydney. And keep him on a tight leash so he can’t rile the place up, will you?”
Shaking her head, she moved to her desk in the corner, but the telltale crinkle of amusement hovering at the corner of her eyes betrayed her amusement at Jareth’s antics. She had a soft spot for him. I guess I could understand that. For all of his obnoxiousness, he somehow grew on you.
Jareth turned and his dark eyes smiled down at me. “Why, thank you, Sydney,” he drawled in the most mocking of tones. “Nice to know I’m cherished.”
Reaching up, I grabbed ahold of his ear and pulled him forward. “Yeah, you do grow on people, Jareth,” I confirmed. “Kind of like a wart.”
He snorted but let me drag him through the door to the front.
It was getting late and looking through the large front windows I could see that it was already dark. But that didn’t really mean much. Seattle was north enough for the sun to set by 4:30pm in the wintertime.
The baristas were chatting by the espresso machines as Ellison suddenly emerged from behind me, precariously balancing a stack of pastry boxes and tubes of paper cups. We almost collided.
“Oops, sorry,” Ellison muttered under his breath as he moved quickly away.
He seemed uncharacteristically subdued, but I didn’t have time to find out why. I scanned the coffee shop, looking for the Queens. The evening customers had settled into their comfy brown velvet chairs, many focusing on their laptops as they sipped steaming lattes and nibbled on Samantha’s pastries. The atmosphere was pleasantly peaceful.
My eyes fell upon the thin, disapproving blue-sparkled lips of the Fae Queens seated at a small table in the corner. Rafael had just stepped up to join them, flipping a chair in reverse to sit down and cross his muscled arms over the back.
“Ready?” Jareth asked in my ear.
He didn’t wait for my response. He just pushed past me and approached the Queens table, snagging a chair along the way with a booted foot and kicking it into place next to Rafael before taking his seat.
All of their eyes zeroed expectantly upon me.
Slowly, I forced my feet forward. My mouth suddenly went dry. “Coffee?” I croaked as I arrived.
“Sit!” the Queens barked in reply.
I didn’t possess Samantha’s courage. I sat down at once.
“Explain,” they ordered.
“Never underestimate the power of a human,” Jareth responded at once, leaning forward to prop his chin in his hand.
They lifted their brows at him. Apparently, Jareth had a way of irritating the Queens, too, although this time, I was on his side.
“Are you as powerful as Samantha, Sydney?” they asked me then, subjecting me to appraising glances that plainly indicated they didn’t think so.
I swallowed.
Could I be like Samantha? Maybe … someday. I knew I wasn’t that extraordinary now. “No,” I answered honestly. “I’m just your average type of teen.”
“Which may very well be enough,” Rafael inserted quietly.
We all looked at him.
Rafael sent me an encouraging smile as he pushed a hand through his blond hair, leaving some of it standing on end. It only made him look like he’d stepped out of a high-fashion magazine. I don’t think he could look bad, even if he tried to.
I shook my head, realizing my thoughts had wandered. I guess I was getting tired. Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to focus on his words.
“Yes, our fates lead to the Tree of Life,” he was telling the Queens, giving words to their deepest fear. “But Sydney is a human and her Blue Thread promises a choice for the benefit of all, not the total destruction that you fear. Have faith in her.”
The Queens didn’t buy it. They scowled. “How can one behold the Tree of Life and not destroy it? You ask us to believe in your words and promises alone?”
“Is that not what faith is?” he asked mildly.
Their scowls deepened as they pressed their blue-sparkling lips into thin lines. For a few moments, they hesitated, as if weighing their words. They leaned forward to speak in low soft voices. “Months ago, we heard whisperings in Melody’s mind, echoes that distressed us greatly. We heard the screams of the Fate Trackers she had murdered to protect her creation, a creation we suspected would bring Avalon to the brink of disaster. And we learned that you, Rafael, held the key to turn the tides of fate. We had faith that you were strong enough to do what must be done. You had already proven your loyalty by working with us to reveal the Inner Circle and their designs, and you supported us on the throne. We knew Earth was a test for you, and we prayed you would be strong enough for this trial, to pass this test.”
Here, they both paused to look at me.
I sank down in my chair, feeling terribly guilty. It was obvious they thought he’d failed that particular test.
There was a stilted silence. One in which Rafael calmly met their gaze and Jareth yawned a couple of times.
“And now,” they finally resumed their speech. “Now, after you have failed your test, after you have failed your Blue Thread … now you ask us to turn a blind eye, to allow the three of you to walk a path that ends with the destruction of the Tree of Life? How can that be the right path when so many wrongs have been done? How can you ask us to simply trust that you’ll make the right decision when you’ve already failed at least twice before?”
I had to admit. The way they put it made our argument sound pretty crazy.
“Yes, that’s exactly what we are asking,” Jareth retorted then, pulling a coin out of thin air to flip it over his fingers. “And we’ll succeed, because the very human you’re already blaming for destroying the world is the only one now who has a real chance to prevent it. And she needs us to do it.”
I didn’t really want to hear that. If my Blue Thread was anything like theirs, I didn’t see how I was going to succeed.
“Let us see into your mind, Sydney,” the Queens suddenly whispered.
It took me a second to realize that their mouths hadn’t moved.
I nervously licked my dry lips. “You’re already here,” I replied aloud.
They both tilted their heads at exactly the same time and on the same angle. It made me shiver. I found them a little creepy, but then I felt a little embarrassed for thinking it when they could read my mind.
“Would you choose the path for the benefit of all, even if it were to cost you dearly?” Their voices slithered through my mind.
Apparently, they didn’t care if I thought them creepy or not. “I’d like to think so,” I said, not really sure if I’d answered them in my mind or with my mouth.
It didn’t matter. They kept staring at me for quite some time. Long enough that I knew the pressure was building up to a downright nasty question.
I was right.
“Could you kill both Jareth and Rafael?” Their voices chorused in my thoughts. “If the only way to save the Tree of Life is to kill them, could you do it?”
I recoiled in revulsion and jumped up from the table. “Don’t be ridiculous!” I shouted, my throat closing in. “That isn’t it! That isn’t my choice!”
Rafael rose to his feet, his hand protectively closing over mine in an instant as he turned to address the Queens. “Let’s stop this farce now, shall we? You know that you really can’t harm us. If you did, you would only cement the fate you saw in the mirrors. The only chance we all have now is to truly let us go and hold onto every shred of faith that you’ve ever had.”
I didn’t want to hear anymore. I was suddenly exhausted and overwhelmed and I wanted to be gone. I guess we all did, because Jareth got to his feet too.
“Until later then,” he bowed at the Queens.
They didn’t try to stop us. They just watched us walk out the front door. I half expected to be surrounded by Fae Protectors the moment we exited Samantha’s domain, but it didn’t happen.
It was raining slush outside and it was chilly. I huddled into my sweatshirt as we rounded the side of the building and headed towards the back. But we’d taken no more than three steps before Rafael caught me by the waist and shifted us back to the Fae Command Center.
The Fae hovering before the glowing crystals seemed a little surprised at our sudden arrival, but they didn’t ask any questions.
Leaving Rafael and Jareth behind, I stumbled up the stairs, looking for a place to close my eyes, just for a second. I found it in the first room. A wide, leather couch. Sinking down in its over-stuffed cushions, I leaned back and closed my eyes.
* * *
I woke with the afternoon sun shining in my eyes. It took me a minute to recall the latest series of events. I glanced at my watch. I’d slept through the entire night and into the next day. I guess that meant the Queens had decided to trust us, after all. Or at least I hoped that’s what it meant. I could hear the Fae’s soft voices downstairs, sprinkled with the occasional laugh.
I relaxed.
If they were laughing, I supposed nothing drastically horrible had gone wrong while I’d been asleep.
Someone had thoughtfully placed my backpack by the door. After selecting a fresh pair of jeans, t-shirt, and hoodie, I searched out the nearest bathroom for a quick shower. I didn’t bother looking in the mirror. I knew the face looking back at me would be thinner and a little more peaked than usual.
My stomach chose that moment to growl in a loud protest. I hadn’t eaten much lately. I’d just been running from crises to crises. Pulling my wet hair back into a ponytail, I headed downstairs in search of food, and swinging myself around on the bottom step, I ran straight into Raven.
I pulled up short.
As usual, she was immaculately dressed, wearing a blue silk dress with platform shoes and a tasteful diamond necklace. Her cold eyes dropped over my jeans and sweatshirt in a slow, censorious gaze.
“Good afternoon … evening,” I greeted her, not intending on staying there and participating in whatever game she was thinking about playing.
The look she sent me was a chilling one, and she got right to the point. “I’ll never like you,” she said in a shrill tone. “But I’m not one to aid evil.”
I wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so I just nodded.
She walked away then, and I just stood there, leaning against the stairwell, watching her go. I couldn’t really fault her for falling for Rafael. After all, I had myself. And she’d helped save Jareth in the end, even though she’d dragged her feet at the beginning. Maybe she wasn’t too bad, but I kind of agreed with her. I didn’t think we’d ever be friends, either. We were just too different.
“And what thoughts have captured you so deeply?” Rafael’s breath tickled the back of my neck.
I jerked around to see that he’d come up to lean against the stairs beside me.
He was strikingly attractive in weathered torn jeans and a pink t-shirt that stretched tight across his shoulders. He’d taken the time to ring his gray eyes with a healthy dose of eyeliner, and although he was gorgeous no matter what he did, I have to admit I preferred him just as he was now, eyeliner and all.
But that thought only drove home our differences.
He’d always be Fae, accustomed to a different set of rules and expectations. And that meant that someone like Raven truly was a far better match than I. In more ways than one. She’d most likely always understand him. She shared his culture. She certainly shared his classical good looks.
They were both very different than me. Honestly, I didn’t think I was anywhere near their league.
His eyes creased in the corners, taking on an amused cast as he looked down at me. “And where have your thoughts gone now?” he softly prompted again.
I didn’t want to admit it, of course. I didn’t want to sound jealous. Even though I knew that I actually was. But I also wasn’t one to play games. So I confessed, “She’s really more your type than I am.”
“And I disagree,” he said at once, understanding immediately who I meant by “she”. A smile danced on his lips that matched his eyes as he leaned down closer to add, “My type keeps pet mice. She’s beautiful without a shred of vanity in her soul. She doesn’t hide who she is behind false masks. She wears jeans and sweatshirts because that’s what she likes. She’s courageous and kind. And,” he added, pausing to draw out the suspense. “And she’s stolen my heart, utterly and completely.”
I think I could have listened to him talk like that forever.
Reaching over, he brushed the back of his hand over my cheekbone. “Turn those curious green eyes away from me, little pixie,” he murmured in a voice that carried a promise that made my heart skip a beat.
“Or?” I asked, silently begging him to continue.
Rafael studied me a moment and then answered with a playful wink, “Or I just may have to kiss you.”
Of course, I didn’t look away. I don’t think there was anything on the planet that could have made me look away. I kept my eyes glued on his until he leaned forward and gently brushed his lips across mine in a soft kiss that I never wanted to end.
Lifting myself onto my tiptoes, I slid my arms around his neck and whole-heartedly kissed him back. Finally, the kiss ended, and he held me close for a time before slowly pulling back to slide a long finger under my chin.
“My fate will always be entwined with yours, Sydney,” he said, absently threading a finger through my hair. “No other can compare to you.”
I wanted to tell him that, too. But I really wasn’t used to expressing myself in that way. Honestly, my mom hadn’t ever hugged me much and my dad, well, I never met the guy. I wasn’t really used to displays of affection.
Rafael must have read my emotions on my face because he chuckled and bent his head to kiss me lightly on the cheek. “In Avalon we have a saying that ‘every love is a delicate flower’,” he said.
“Flower?” I repeated.
He put his fingers on top of mine and gave them a squeeze. “It means each love should be left to blossom on its own, little green-eyed pixie.” Dark lashes veiled his eyes as his breath softened to add, “Forcing the petals to open too soon will only harm it.”
I heard the smile in his voice and it made me warm inside. I smiled back. He always made me feel comfortable. He felt so right.
He slid his arm around my waist and stepped forward, but I didn’t move. “You’re pretty incomparable yourself,” I said, surprised the words were a bit easier to say than I’d thought.
Humor and something else that made my heart sing flashed across his face.
I think I just might have kissed him myself this time if a loud angry shout hadn’t sounded from the direction of the kitchen.
It made me look over my shoulder. A small part of me cringed because I realized for the first time that from where we stood, the Fae in the Command Center could have easily seen us kissing. It was a little embarrassing, but I guess just a little. But as the shouting continued, I brushed all other thoughts aside and ran after Rafael as he strode towards the sounds of conflict.
Pushing the door open, we stepped inside.
Instead of the atrium it was before, the kitchen had returned into its normal state, complete with refrigerator, stove, and barstools lined up at the counter. A bowl of fruit sat a few feet away from an inviting platter of fresh toast. And right next to it perched Jareth’s white pigeon, Galahad, sitting on top of a roll of paper towels.
The sound, of course, came from Jareth. Holding his guitar by the neck, he was shaking it fiercely as he paced in front of the sliding glass door leading to the backyard porch. He looked a lot better. Except for a slight gauntness about him, he appeared almost normal as he stomped back and forth, wearing shredded black-leather pants, a netted shirt, and a red trench coat with a turned-up collar.
Catching sight of us, he escaped to the back porch, and cradling his guitar, he began to play. His music was soulful and angry. There was no denying he was a talented musician.
Rafael stood by the door with folded arms, watching him with furrowed brows as I sat on one of the stools.
“Hi,” I greeted Galahad as he perched over the platter of toast.
He didn’t even blink.
I didn’t know if that was a normal Galahad response or some kind of veiled insult. So I just shrugged and reached for a piece of toast.
As quick as a flash, he stretched his scrawny neck to peck my hand.
“Ouch!” I glared. I don't know why I was surprised that the ornery bundle of feathers would turn out to be a devil in disguise, but I was. “You must be related to Ajax,” I groused. “I thought it was for public consumption. I didn’t know that was your private stash.”
Rubbing my hand, I scowled at him and helped myself to a banana from the fruit bowl a good three feet away instead.
He didn’t twitch. He just hopped back on top of the paper towels and stared at me with his unblinking black eyes.
Glowering, I peeled my banana and then swiveled on the stool to watch Jareth and Rafael. After a few minutes, my mind began to wander. The Queens had asked me if I could kill them to save the Tree of Life. Part of me refused to think it was a possibility, even as the other part of me wondered if that would be my Blue Thread. If it was, then the Earth truly was doomed. I’d fail. I loved them both too much. They were too important to me, just like Al, Betty, Grace, Ellison, Jerry, and the rest. Even the pointed-eared snooty Ajax had wriggled into my heart. I couldn’t see how harming any of them could ever be the right decision.
Yet apparently, Rafael’s decision to stick up for me had been the wrong one. And as I watched Jareth through the sliding glass door, I wondered if he’d really faced his Blue Thread and what the outcome had been.
Of course, he sensed my thoughts.
Abruptly, his music ended and he whirled on his heel, facing me with a deep scowl scarring his face. Tossing his guitar down, he strode through the door, pushing past Rafael as if he didn’t exist to slouch against the counter and lay his head down in his arms. “You should both leave,” he warned in a growl. “I’m really not in a good mood.”
“How are you feeling physically?” I asked anyway. Up close, I could see the dark circles under his eyes. “Maybe you should get some sleep.”
He winced as Rafael joined us, swinging a long leg over the stool next to me to sit down.
“Don’t be noisy, Sydney.” Jareth scowled at me. “It’ll give me a headache.”
My intuition told me if he didn’t really want to talk he wouldn’t be there. So, I replied a bit testily myself, “It’s called ‘conversation’, Jareth. People talk about what’s bothering them and help each other out.”
Jareth closed his eyes and began rubbing his temples.
Rafael arched a cool brow of concern. “Are you well, Jareth?” he asked quietly.
“No,” Jareth responded darkly without opening his eyes. “How could I be well? I’ve just discovered I’m a weapon.”
“You don’t have to be what others say you should be, Jareth. You can be what your heart wants you to be,” Rafael answered before I could respond. “You’re no weapon.”
Jareth slouched and opened his eyes a slit. “I made the wrong choice,” he confessed almost inaudibly.
I felt a wave of despair. Then Jareth had failed. I guess I’d been secretly hoping he hadn’t.
“Yes, Sydney,” he confirmed, sweeping his dark hair out of his eyes. “I chose the wrong path. And now it’s too late. My Blue Thread … is gone. I failed the test.”
“What was it?” I asked. I had to know just how terribly hard the choice had been to make. It might give me some clue about my own.
He drew a long, shaky breath. “Brotherhood,” he said in a faraway voice. “True Brotherhood, beyond anything you could imagine. True belonging. I … was faced with joining them, the Brotherhood of the Snake.”
I rose to my feet at the injustice of it all. “How is rejecting the Brotherhood of the Snake the wrong choice?” I shouted, outraged.
“Because I did so,” he replied tightly, “And now my only fate line ends with the destruction of the Tree of Life.”
“Just as my fate ends now as well,” Rafael said lightly. “At least we’ll do it together.”
We both stared at him, surprised at his flippant tone.
“We walk the same path of fate now. There’s nothing to be done now but support each other along the way and help Sydney as much as we can,” he explained with quiet determination, but the tick in his jaw betrayed the fact he was stressed as well.
Jareth just sat there, working the knots on his neck and shoulders as dark emotions played over his face.
I shuddered. “I don’t get it,” I said aloud. “Who’s judging all of this, anyway? What kind of rules are they playing by? It’s ridiculously unfair! How could either of your choices be wrong?”
“I took too long to walk away,” Jareth confessed in a tortured voice. “I wanted to taste the Tulpa. I wanted to join them. I wanted to truly belong.”
“But you walked away!” I inserted, growing angrier by the second.
“You didn’t join them,” Rafael added his voice to mine. He locked gazes with Jareth. “You didn’t join them because you already have a brother and you already belong.”
Jareth swallowed and dropped his voice. “You shouldn’t trust me, Rafael,” he said.
Rafael responded by withdrawing a glowing white stone out of his pocket and sliding it across the counter. It bumped against Jareth’s elbow and spun in a few circles before coming to a stop.
I peered over at it. I recognized Jareth’s protection rune immediately, but not the stone. It was circular shaped, edged in gold and emblazoned in the very center with Jareth’s symbol. I raised a puzzled brow.
Moving as if in a dream, Jareth slowly picked it up and spoke. “I gave this to you … years ago, on the day I left our studies and joined the Inner Circle as an initiate to spy on them.” He glanced up and met Rafael’s steady gaze. “I asked you to come with me then, to uncover their mad plots against the throne.”
“And now you know why I couldn’t tell you I was already involved,” Rafael supplied in a level tone. “It was too dangerous for us all.”
“We … became enemies over it,” Jareth whispered.
“’Enemies’ is too strong a word,” Rafael corrected with a sad smile.
Jareth held the stone up between two fingers. It was in perfect condition. Not one crack. “Yet you never lost faith in me,” he whispered. “Through all of it. Through all of the rivalry, the insults, the games we played to torture one another. You never lost faith.”
“Nor you in me,” Rafael replied, his voice thick with emotion. “The stone is as new as the day you gave it to me, Jareth. It shows the true bond of Brotherhood. We both believed in each other this entire time.”
Jareth slumped into the chair and bowed his head, clutching the rune tightly between his fingers.
“I really don’t get this!” I repeated, shaking my head. “He’s always been on your side and you on his. Doesn’t this prove that Jareth made the right choice, choosing a true brotherhood over those aliens in the Second Dimension?”
“No!” Jareth choked. “It only proves I failed. I should never have been seduced by them. There never should have been a choice to begin with! I should have refused them from the start.”
“You have to be wrong,” I disagreed vehemently, not wanting to give up. “You’ve both been secretly believing in each other for years. Your hearts knew better, even if you were both being pigheaded the entire time. I don’t get this.”
But Jareth wasn’t listening anymore. Standing up abruptly, he fixed his gaze on Galahad. The pigeon squawked and disappeared in a flash.
My mouth dropped open. “How did—” I began.
“They’re coming,” Jareth interrupted in a quiet voice, looking over my head directly into Rafael’s alarmed gaze.
Rafael leapt to his feet.
“They?” I repeated.
But I already knew he meant the Mesmers.
“No!” I gasped.
I was already running to the door.
“It’s too dangerous, Sydney!” Rafael was calling after me.
I didn’t care.
I wasn’t about to let Al, Betty, and Grace get harmed.
Opening the door, I ran outside and dashed across the street.



 
Chapter Eight – The Portal
 
Ajax bolted past me as I ran. I wondered where he’d been, but I was grateful that he’d chosen that particular moment to return. I was halfway across the street when I realized I didn’t have my Lysol. I almost stopped to go back for it but changed my mind when I remembered that Al had plenty of extra cans in the garage. I couldn’t afford to waste a moment.
Betty was backing the truck out of the driveway and rolled the driver’s window down the moment she saw me.
“Just going to the store with Grace,” she announced with an inviting smile. “There’s a sale on turkey now. Looks like they overstocked for the holidays so I was just going to pick one up. Do you want to come?”
“Go!” I barked with an impatient gesture. Her puzzled reaction clued me into the fact that I’d better play it cool so I tried to recover with a fake laugh. “I mean, no, uh, like in no thanks. I’ve got stuff … some things to do.”
“We’re going to watch a movie,” Rafael added helpfully from behind me.
I jerked around, unaware that he’d followed. He met my astonishment with a calm smile and draped his arm around my shoulders with a causal grace. Jareth hadn’t joined us. Most likely, he and the Fae Protectors had shifted directly into our house.
Grace leaned forward to grin at us as Betty smiled. “Then you two have fun,” she said. “We’ll catch you later.”
It was really hard to pretend everything was fine when I just wanted to scream at them to run before the Mesmers arrived. I almost did. It was a close one. Instead, I just urged again, “Yeah, just go—uh… go and have some fun.”
It seemed like years before the window rolled back up. Finally, Betty waved a warm goodbye and pulled away but not before I saw Grace’s smile shift into an odd expression as she yanked out her phone and began texting. I didn’t think much about it though. It may have had nothing to do with me.
And anyway, the Mesmers were my primary concern.
“Where are they?” I asked Rafael.
“I see no signs,” he replied, scanning the immediate area.
We both thought of Mrs. Patton’s lawn menagerie at the same time. The Mesmers seemed to like hiding there. And she’d added even more lawn ornaments recently. Apparently, she’d gotten some new ones for Christmas presents. Her yard seemed safe. For the moment, anyway.
Exchanging a quick glance, we bolted for the porch with Ajax at our heels.
Yanking the door open, we barreled inside the house as Ajax tumbled in after us. But the moment his four paws hit the floor, he adopted a guard stance and pricked his ears forward on high alert.
Fae Protectors filled the hallway, all of them facing the kitchen.
I didn’t wait. Worried about Al, I began pushing through them even as somewhere deep inside a warning bell began to ring. The Fae Protectors weren’t looking at me as I shoved past them. In fact, they seemed inordinately focused on something in the kitchen.
I hesitated and turned to glance back at Rafael just in time to see a flash of light open up to consume him. For a split second, I watched him flail, staggering sideways with his trion raised in his hand, and then the next moment, he simply wasn’t there.
I screamed, unable to process what had happened.
The Fae Protectors around me didn’t respond, and I knew then that my worst unspoken fear was true. They were catatonic and that only meant one thing.
The Mesmers had already gained control of the house.
Dimly, I heard frantic barking and then Ajax streaked by in a blur of black fur. He threw himself into me, knocking me back out of the way as he bravely pushed forward through the paralyzed Protectors.
I didn’t know what he was going for, but I didn’t want him going alone.
I took a step after him when from behind me, I heard them. The sound of heavy breathing and soft scraping of many clawed feet scrabbling over Betty’s eBay boxes in the living room. That sound alone propelled me into the kitchen. I’d much rather face the unknown than what I knew came in that direction. As I pushed my way, a wave of Mesmers surged at me, jumping out from behind the boxes and slithering across the carpet.
Continuing to push through the catatonic Protectors, I heard Ajax’s vicious barking end in an abrupt squeal of pain. And by the time I arrived in the kitchen, I saw that he was lying in the middle of the floor, panting heavily. I didn’t see any blood but he looked severely injured, and I knew that he needed help.
Keeping my eyes focused solely on him, I ran forward, and I was about three feet away when I ran straight into some kind of invisible wall, just like a bird flying into a window. I fell down, stunned at the impact.
I shook my head and for the first time gauged my surroundings.
There was no sign of Al, Tigger, or Jareth. The only ally I had was Ajax, whimpering on the floor where I couldn’t reach him.
The Mesmers had seized complete control of the room. I couldn’t even count how many covered the countertops.
Only the kitchen table was clear, well, not quite. Blondie’s catlike, hairless body hunched right in the middle of it. The spikes along his back quivered with excitement the moment he saw me.
I shuddered. I didn’t have a Faraday cap on. And even though he was huddled behind that invisible barrier where I couldn’t reach him, I knew it wouldn’t be of any benefit to me. There was no doubt that Blondie would be able to mesmerize and torture me as much as he pleased.
“We’ve been waiting for you, Sydney,” he hissed, his dark bottomless eyes emanating a magnetic force impossible to resist.
My heart sank. “Where’s Al?” I managed to whisper. I was sure Blondie had done something horrible to him.
Blondie didn’t bother answering me. Instead, he faced the Mesmers still pouring into the kitchen. “Let us begin,” he chattered, making a clicking sound with his tongue. “Soon, we will enter Earth. The portal is here.” He licked his teeth.
My eyes widened. The portal was in Al and Betty’s kitchen? I looked at where I thought the invisible barrier was in outright horror.
“Now!” the Mesmers chorused in voices that sent chills down my spine. “Now we will return to the lands long lost to us. The era of the Brotherhood of the Snake has begun!”
With a maniacal cackle, Blondie waved his scarred spindly arms.
The Mesmers behind me lunged. Claws squeezed my arms, clamping down to press me forward against the barrier.
It began to burn me as they began shoving me through it and I screamed as I felt myself inexorably moving forward toward Blondie’s outstretched arms.
Suddenly, I heard a low timbre growl coming from the doorway leading into the garage. The horrendous sound made every hair on my body stand on end. Despair consumed me and in that moment, I felt everything was truly lost.
Compelled to face this new horror head on, I forced my eyes in its direction.
But it wasn’t some devilish creation the Mesmers had dreamed up.
It was Tigger.
The old brindle bloodhound stood there with his lips drawn back revealing a wicked set of teeth. He looked like a demon dog, crouched and ready to spring. His eyes were locked on Blondie and every hair on his body bristled.
I couldn’t move. The Mesmers claws pinned me to the floor. I could only watch as Tigger lowered his head and charged forward without hesitation.
Mesmers zoomed through the invisible barrier to pile upon him, squealing and biting, one after another until there was nothing but a mountain of their wriggling, disgusting bodies. I knew Tigger would be crushed by the sheer weight of them all and I began to sob.
But inexplicably, the mountain of Mesmer bodies moved. Inch by inch, the writhing mass crept forward as even more Mesmers piled on top, and then out from the middle of them Tigger erupted.
He was a mass of injuries but that didn’t stop him. His aged eyes were still focused on his goal.
Blondie.
With a growl I will never forget, Tigger leapt with jaws open wide, sailing through the air and heading straight for Blondie who stood quailing in the middle of the kitchen table.
The old brindle bloodhound’s aim was perfect. In slow motion, I watched his jaws descend over Blondie’s head, closing over it in one chomp. Tigger’s entire body vibrated with growls as his teeth sank deep.
I could hear Blondie’s bones snap with a sickening crunch. With a shrill, piercing scream, his body went limp.
It all happened at once then.
The barrier disappeared.
On the floor, Ajax lay, whimpering.
The Mesmers shrieked and began scrabbling away as the Protectors around me woke up to chase after them.
One moment, a lone Mesmer made a desperate leap for me but the next, he vanished in a flash of light as Rafael appeared to surge forward and swoop me up in his arms.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Jareth arrive in a cloud of mist, trion raised at the ready and with his hair flying wildly in all directions. “What’s going on?” he was demanding.
But I only had eyes for Tigger.
The old bloodhound had collapsed on the kitchen table. He wasn’t moving and his eyes were closed.
The Fae descended upon both dogs, encasing them in bubbles of healing light.
I watched, wordlessly.
It seemed to take years. At some point, Al stumbled in from the garage, looking dazed. Apparently, the Mesmers had caught him without a Faraday cap, too. I ran forward to grab his hand and as his big fingers clamped down over mine I began to shake off the spell that had fallen over me.
“Tigger—” I began, waving to where Rafael and Brock hovered over the bloodhound still on the kitchen table.
One look at their grim faces revealed that it wasn’t going well.
Tears threatened. I glanced away to where Jareth crouched on the floor next to Ajax, cupping a glowing ball of light in the palm of his hands. The light hovered there a moment before it slowly slipped through his fingers and melted into the Doberman’s matted fur. In seconds, Ajax lifted his head and in only a few more, he struggled to his feet.
I closed my eyes, heaving a sigh of relief that at least Ajax was going to be ok.
I heard Rafael murmuring and Al was moving closer to the table.
I followed.
The vein on Rafael’s temple pulsed as his long, elegant fingers flew deftly over Tigger’s body. Tigger’s wounds had been healed, at least on the outside. His fur was as shiny and glossy as I’d ever seen it, but he was breathing in shallow, jerky motions. His eyes were open.
“It’s only for a few minutes,” Rafael whispered then.
My mouth dropped open and I glanced at Rafael in silent question. The sadness in his gray eyes confirmed my fear.
Tigger wasn’t going to make it.
“It’s ok, buddy,” Al said, his voice pulsing with emotion as he leaned down to kiss the top of the bloodhound’s furry head. “You’ve done your duty, soldier. You can go.”
Rafael and Brock stepped back.
As if in a dream, I reached over and grabbed Tigger’s paw but more for my own comfort than his. He only had eyes for Al, eyes that looked up at the big man with pure worship.
With a soft groan, Tigger breathed his last. His big, brown liquid eyes closed forever and his soul slipped away.
I gulped, in complete shock.
All I could think about was the fact that Tigger had just saved my life.
Actually, by destroying Blondie’s Earthly body he’d saved all of our lives.
And if I made the right Blue-Threaded choice, Tigger just might have saved the entire planet.
And in that moment, the thing that hurt the most was the realization that the world would never know that they’d just been rescued from an eternity of fear by the most unlikeliest of heroes: an aged, tubby brindle bloodhound with a heart of gold and an insatiable taste for hot dogs.
Al stood there, silent and with his head bowed.
Unable to really believe that Tigger had truly gone, I bent down and kissed his big, black nose. I half expected the tip of his tail to wag, accompanied by a loud, wheezing bark of a request for a hotdog. But he didn’t move. His soft melting eyes really had closed forever. I didn’t think I’d ever meet another dog with his sweet, trusting nature ever again. I was really going to miss him.
“I’m never going to be able to walk into the kitchen and look at the refrigerator again without thinking of him,” I said in a wavering voice.
Al’s sharp blue eyes zoomed to mine and even though his eyes were bright with tears, he smiled. “That isn’t really a bad thing now, is it, kiddo?” he asked. “There’s no better way to honor the fallen than to keep them alive in our hearts and cry for them now and then.”
I just nodded. I had to be careful. I was close to losing it completely.
I stepped back.
Around me, the Fae Protectors worked to restore the kitchen, shifting the Mesmers bodies away and removing all evidence of what had just taken place.
I watched Ajax approach the table where Tigger lay, looking as if he just happened to be peacefully snoozing there. The Doberman sniffed him a moment and then pinned his ears flat against his skull before moving on to sniff me carefully as if reassuring himself that I was unharmed. Looking into his dark almond-shaped eyes filled with concern, I didn’t care what he thought. I dropped to the floor next to him and hugged him as hard as I could.
Rafael reached down to collect me into his strong arms and hold me in a close embrace. I pressed my face against his chest and ground my teeth tightly together, determined not to cry.
Jareth moved to stand next to Al. With his dark eyes dropping to Tigger’s inert form, he said, “I wish I could have come sooner. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault. Tigger lived a happy life and got to say goodbye. That’s a life perfectly lived,” Al replied and then he clasped Jareth’s shoulder in a warm gesture. “And I’m glad to see you looking hale and hearty, kid. You had me worried for a bit.”
It took me a moment to recall that Al had last seen Jareth lying on the floor, thinking along with the rest of us that he’d died as well.
They began talking in low voices, but I moved away.
The kitchen now looked like it always had, giving no hint of the events that had taken place. I wondered if I would ever be able to relax in it again.
I heard the rumble of Betty’s truck.
Smacking their arms diagonally across their chests, the Fae Protectors filed in front of Tigger, giving him a respectful salute of farewell. The last one vanished just seconds before Betty and Grace bustled through the front door.
“What happened?” Betty asked, waving the clouds of mist aside as she dumped a bag of groceries onto the countertop.
“Weird,” Grace mumbled.
But catching sight of our faces, they both pulled up short, alarmed.
Betty’s face crumpled and Grace put her knuckles to her mouth. Her big brown eyes were wide.
I escaped, unable to handle any more sadness. I really didn’t want to lose control and cry. I didn’t want to feel it. It just hurt too much.
I headed for my bedroom, and Ajax followed, watchful and protective.
I reached down and let my fingers glide over his soft velvety fur. “Take it easy, buddy,” I whispered, my eyes misting with emotion. “You almost died back there. You should be resting.”
He held still under my hand, and then closing his eyes, nuzzled my fingers in a soft embrace before assuming a protective stance once again. He kept pace with me as I walked, his shoulder plastered against my knee and with his lip drawn back enough to show half of his teeth.
It made me feel safe.
Reaching my door, I opened it a crack, but then Ajax pushed past me to knock it back against the wall and charge inside. After a moment, he relaxed and glanced back at me, silently informing me it was safe to enter.
I did, though a bit uneasily.
“What makes dogs so brave and loyal?” I asked him as I came up to his side. I ran my hand over the top of his head.
He just sat there.
I looked around at my room then. There was nothing unusual or out of place. Except the fact that Jerry was awake. He stood on his hind feet in the middle of his cage, his little black eyes zeroed in on mine.
“I’m glad the Mesmers can’t hurt you,” I said, coming up to kiss the top of his cage. “You’re safe in there.”
He just stood there, looking at me. It was a little weird, so I opened the cage and scooped him out. Cradling him close, I kissed his pink twitching nose and stuffed him into my sweatshirt pocket. He’d been used to spending a lot of time there in the past. And right now, I wanted to be with those I loved.
A movement through my bedroom window caught my attention and I stepped closer to peer outside.
Al and Rafael were carrying Tigger to the edge of the yard with Grace and Betty following. Jareth walked behind them, shovel in hand. They laid Tigger softly in the grass and then Betty and Grace leaned their heads lovingly on Al’s shoulders as they all stood back to watch Jareth dig the grave. I guessed that Rafael couldn’t really help much, since the shovel was made of iron.
My throat closed. I just couldn’t join them. I wondered if Al was going to hate me for not being there, but I was so devastated I couldn’t make my feet move. I simply stood there, observing them through the window, feeling worse by the moment.
It was like watching the saddest movie that I’d ever seen. They kissed Tigger the last time and then lowered him in his final resting place. Finally, they finished. One-by-one, they filed away to return to the house, leaving Al to stand there alone with his head bowed.
I stood in my bedroom window, filled with sorrow and still refusing to let myself cry.
It was almost dark before Al turned on his heel and headed towards the garage.
By the time he stepped through the back door, I was standing there, waiting for him, unable to recall how I’d gotten there so fast.
“I’m sorry, Al,” I said in a flat voice. “I couldn’t … be there.”
Al gave me a one-armed hug and I knew he understood. I mean, I could tell he truly understood.
“Each of us grieves in our own way, Sydney,” he said. There were still tears in his eyes. It made my heart break. “One way isn’t better than the other. They’re just different, that’s all.”
I swallowed.
And then Jareth and Rafael were there, joining us.
“What happened, Sydney?” Rafael asked quietly, coming to my side to loop my fingers through his. “I was caught in a trap and transported back to Avalon with Jareth. We couldn’t escape until Blondie’s control was broken.”
I caught my breath, suddenly remembering what Blondie had said.
“The portal,” I gasped, surprised that I’d actually forgotten it until now. “Blondie was there. He’d created the portal in the kitchen. I ran into it. He was getting ready to open it so they could come in.”
“The kitchen?” they all repeated at once.
Numbly, I shook my head and repeated the entire sequence of events. In the middle of it, Rafael waved his hand and a few Protectors from the Fae Command Center appeared. After listening for a few moments, they disappeared with Jareth into the kitchen to investigate.
Al just stood there the entire time with his arms folded and two lines carved between his eyebrows.
“We’ll find it, Sydney,” Rafael reassured me when I’d finished. “You’re looking exhausted. You should rest.”
“I’m gonna give Jack a call,” Al said then with a long low whistle. “We’ve got work to do. They’re not going to open this portal, not on my watch. I’m sure Jack will have a few ideas of how we can locate the thing.”
I nodded, feeling the tiniest ray of hope. Maybe things weren’t so dire after all. Taking a deep breath, I followed Al back into the kitchen with Rafael close behind me.
Jareth and the Fae were still there. They’d brought a crystal and had placed it in the center of the kitchen table. It looked more like an artistic centerpiece than some finely-tuned instrument of Fae technology.
I could hear Grace and Betty in the family room watching TV as I sat down at the table, cupping my chin in the palm of my hand.
It didn’t take Al long to get ahold of Jack. And after a brief exchange of information, Al began to pace and just listen to Jack speaking on the other end of the phone.
Apparently, Jack had a lot to say because Al interrupted with only the occasional, “Right. Gotcha.”
Al yanked his Neighborhood Watch notebook out of his pocket and, slapping it down on the table, began to write down a list of equipment.
I leaned forward to squint at the words: an EMF detector, a thermometer, a portable motion sensor, Snapple, and something called a geomagnetometer.
“I’ll catch up with you later then, Jack,” Al said his goodbye, jamming the phone’s off button with his thumb. Turning to Jareth, Rafael, and the two Fae Protectors, he asked, “Did you boys find anything?”
I could tell by their faces that they hadn’t.
“It’s a matter of calibration,” one of the Protectors offered.
“Maybe,” Al said. “Jack thinks we should go the ghost-hunter route.”
They embarked on a huge discussion then. All of them.
The Fae explained they could detect the portal through light and mirrors. I was even more confused at the end of their explanation than I was at the beginning.
Al’s proposal really did seem to make sense in kind of a meandering way. He and Jack wanted to build a huge EMF detection meter to set off an alarm when the electromagnetic fields changed. Jack had apparently augmented the standard EMF detection meters with a few twists of his own—hence the Snapple—that he’d successfully used to find ghosts. At least I understood their proposal a bit more, even though I wasn’t convinced about the ghost part. And the Snapple bottles seemed odd.
As I listened, I dug Jerry out of my pocket and stuck him in one of Betty’s empty lasagna pans. Settling him in with a couple of croutons and a capful of water, I grabbed an empty paper towel roll and began making a bed for him. I was going to keep him near me for a bit. I needed his soft, fuzzy warm support.
The discussion carried on until Al stood up, crossing his arms a little emphatically. “I don’t think you boys are gonna see it if you really can’t access the Second Dimension like you say.”
I looked up then, thinking that was a good point. But from the expression on the Protectors’ faces, it didn’t seem like it mattered.
Rafael caught my gaze and sent me a warm, reassuring smile before answering Al. “It’s a disturbance. They may not be able to access it, but they certainly should be able to detect it.”
“They didn’t before,” Jareth pointed out darkly.
“Now we know what we’re looking for,” one of the Protectors replied. “We won’t miss it again.”
Al pondered that for a moment and then resolutely shook his head. “Well, good luck with that, but I’m going my route,” he said, stubbornly standing his ground. “Jack and I have an idea here that seems worth a bit of time.”
I nodded. Jack and Al had never failed me yet. The Fae obviously didn’t share my sentiments. It made me doubt myself. They were highly advanced. And they already knew how to shift dimensions. Perhaps they were right.
“Then we’ll keep each other updated,” Rafael merely replied with a courteous nod of his chin.
He didn’t fool Al for a second. Al just clapped him on the back and chuckled. “I have no foolish pride, kiddo. If I’m wrong, I’ll admit it, but it can’t hurt to try both now, can it? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve work to do. I need to rustle up some empty Snapple bottles.”
Saying goodbye, Al pocketed his notebook and headed out to his truck.
I watched him go.
“That’s never going to work,” Jareth grumbled, folding his arms.
“Then what is your plan?” Rafael asked, turning on him. “You seem unhappy with both proposals.”
Jareth just shrugged.
“Al means well, but we have access to more advanced technology,” Brock said, sounding a bit pompous. “We can find it faster.”
“Then let’s begin,” Rafael said, reaching for the crystal.
I stared at the crystal a bit skeptically. I was really on the fence this time. Yeah, the Fae were advanced and a ghost detector with Snapple bottles sounded a bit crazy. But then, my heart tugged and I decided I’d follow my gut. All said and done, I guess I couldn’t help but have an extra toe in Al’s camp.
“Maybe Al is right,” I said then, officially throwing my lot in with Al.
“He’s brilliant,” Rafael agreed. I have to admit he looked a little disappointed at my choice, but he took it well. “An inter-dimensional portal detector is not something he’s likely going to be able to just build in his garage.”
Even Jareth agreed. “It’s far more complicated than Faraday caps.” Apparently, he was content with just being Mr. Gloom-and-Doom and not being on anyone’s side.
“Well, one of them will work,” I said, ending the conversation.
Feeling suddenly grumpy, I stuffed Jerry into his paper-towel home and tucked him into my sweatshirt.
It had been a stressful day and I wanted to be alone. Rafael clearly sensed it—or maybe I was just extremely obvious—but in either case, he just watched me leave.
Betty and Grace had retired to their rooms, leaving the family room empty, so I headed there to sit on the couch. After a minute, Ajax jumped up beside me, and we just sat there together, listening to the ticking clock on the wall.
After a few minutes, my grumpiness began to subside and I wondered if life would ever return to normal. I’d only been lost in thought a minute or two before a chill crept down my back.
Ajax responded at once.
Leaping to his feet, he stood there on full alert, his gaze sweeping over the room in a full circuit.
But then the feeling passed.
I almost returned to the kitchen anyway, but after a few seconds, I managed to convince myself that I was just overly jittery. Ajax only confirmed it by jumping back onto the couch, and after turning in a few circles, plopped down with a loud sigh.
I expelled a long breath through my nose.
But then, from the corner of my eyes, I saw two shadows move, and I’d just opened my mouth to scream when I recognized who they were.
The Queens of Avalon.
They stood there before me, dressed in long, flowing black-and-white checkered robes, and I almost screamed anyway. I mean, they were most likely there to kill me. I wasn’t going let them without a fight.
But then the Queen of the Light pointed at my hand.
I glanced down and jerked as I saw her golden feather once again floating above my fingers like it had the day she’d given it to me in the coffee shop.
“I have faith in you, Sydney,” she said then, her soft voice echoing unnaturally loud in the room. “I know that you’ll make the right decision for the benefit of all.”
I scowled, filling with anger then.
“You expect me to kill them?” I asked, my voice turning high-pitched. “I won’t do it, you know. I don’t care what happens. I’m not going to kill Rafael or Jareth. I couldn’t. You might as well just take this thing back now.”
I held my hand out and tried to shake the feather away. It looked bigger and brighter than when the Queen of the Light had first bestowed it upon me. She’d said it was a show of faith, telling me that I should trust myself, be true to my heart, and to remember that love was the ultimate power. It all sounded like a bunch of fluff now. Especially after they’d wanted to imprison me in Avalon, and maybe just kill me as well.
I frowned at them both. “I don’t know what kind of games you’re playing,” I said a bit fiercely. “But I’m not going to hurt or kill anyone, if that’s what you’re expecting. And I’m not going to let you hurt anyone, either. So, I don’t really know what this feather thing is about.”
The Queen of the Light reached over and touched my forehead with a finger. “I have given two such feathers, Sydney,” she whispered in my mind. “One to Rafael. And one to you.”
I swallowed, recalling that Rafael’s feather had been kept in a crystal, but that it had lost its brilliance to shrivel away.
“Yes.” The Queen of the Light bowed her head. “I lost faith in him. I was weak. I became certain that he lusted for power. But through all of my fears, I still retained faith in you, child. I have witnessed the power of love. Humans have accomplished remarkable feats in the name of love, and I believe that your love will help you choose the right path.”
I lifted my chin stubbornly. “Well, love isn’t going to have me kill them. Love is going to protect them all.”
“Absolutely,” they said at the same time.
I felt the hair on my neck stand. They knew something. Why did I feel like I’d just fallen into some kind of trap?
Both Queens opened their mouths to speak as one. “We have looked in the mirrors. Jareth is right. Neither of them are on the right path to find the portal.”
I held my breath. That was the last thing that I expected or wanted to hear. “Do you know where it is?” I asked them, beginning to shake.
They nodded.
I waited, the suspense growing by the moment. When they didn’t speak, I finally gasped, “Tell me!”
“You know in your heart,” was all they said.
I glared at them angrily. What kind of answer was that? I was about to snap a snotty response right back at them, Queens or no, when Blondie’s words began to play in my head. Soon, we will enter Earth. The portal is here.
The portal had been in the kitchen. I’d run right into it.
I paused.
Or had I?
Had the invisible wall been the portal?
Blondie had been looking at me.
I barely finished the thought before I froze.
I knew then that the Queens were right, and I knew exactly where the portal was.
The portal was me.



 
Chapter Nine – A Long Goodbye
 
I was really too stunned to think. Falling back onto the couch, I just stared at my hand in complete shock. I don’t know how long I stayed that way. When I looked up again, the Queens had gone, but Ajax still sat loyally by my side.
I drew a long, wavering breath.
I had to face it, and it was my worst nightmare. I, Sydney, was the portal the Mesmers wanted to use to enter the Earth from the Second Dimension.
Fear welled inside me. Utter terror. Horror beyond comparison.
And as complete despair threatened to overwhelm me, I heard Ajax’s low growl. As if in a dream, I followed his unblinking eyes to a spot in the corner of the room near the ceiling.
It was getting dark and I hadn’t turned the light on yet. But as I continued to squint, I could see shadows in the corner. They were swirling, creating some kind of vortex, and out of it, something black seemed to be wriggling my way. As I watched, a curling tentacle reached out of the dark hole to stretch forward.
It was the Mutant Tulpa, and it was coming for me.
And then I just knew. Deep inside, things just clicked into place. The Lizard People were using the Tulpa to create a bridge between the Second Dimension and Earth, a bridge anchored by fear. The Tulpa was one end. I was the other.
I panicked. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t. It was almost like I was mesmerized, but I did manage to move my lips. “No!” I gasped defiantly. “I’m not going to let you win!” My voice sounded small in the darkness gathering around me.
Ajax continued to growl, his fur standing on end.
The shadows next to the Tulpa took shape, sliding down the wall to drop into the long form of the Man in the Top Hat. And as he solidified, the Mutant Tulpa jerked, scurried back, and then burrowed away.
Jumping to my feet, I faced my benefactor. “Who are you?” I rasped.
But as I watched, he melted into the shadows, taking the oppressiveness of the room with him. I covered my mouth with my hands and fought the temptation to dissolve into tears. Too much was happening. And too quickly. I was getting overwhelmed.
“What’s going on?” Rafael’s deep voice shattered my thoughts.
I twisted back to see Rafael framed in the darkened doorway with Jareth behind him, the silhouette of a pigeon perched upon his shoulder. And as Rafael entered to flip the lights on, Galahad launched himself at the ceiling where the Mutant Tulpa and the Man in the Top Hat had been. It sent chills down my spine. How had the bird known?
Ajax tilted his head sideways and stared directly into Rafael’s eyes. I knew they were communicating. It was a relief, actually. I didn’t have the energy to repeat what had happened.
Rafael was by my side in a flash after that. “Are you well?” he asked, concern flooding his gray eyes. “We shouldn’t have left you alone.”
I tried to give him a reassuring smile, but I know it came out weird.
“Ha, so I am right,” Jareth said as Galahad swooped back to land on his shoulder. Waving his hand over the coffee table, a bowl of fruit appeared, and he grabbed a handful of grapes and began popping them into his mouth. “So, where’s the portal, Sydney? Did they tell you?”
I just stared at him numbly. I didn’t want to think about that.
As Jareth sprawled into Al’s battered recliner, Rafael pulled me down onto the couch and drawing me close, let his arm fall naturally around my shoulders. I just leaned against him, resting my head against his hard chest.
“Say something, Sydney,” Jareth said with a frown. “It’s scary when you’re quiet.”
I looked over at him and then noticed that he was staring over my head. That realization immediately propelled me to my feet.
Jareth was dangerous. He could read my thoughtforms. And right now, I didn’t want him reading anything. Not before I’d decided what to do. I had to keep my thoughts to myself.
I don’t know what I mumbled. I just bolted out of there as fast as I could and ran to the kitchen.
The Fae and their crystal had gone, but Al—with his Faraday cap safely upon his bald head—sat at the table, poring over the notes he’d taken during his phone call to Jack.
“Got an extra Faraday cap?” I asked so quickly that I slurred my words together.
He raised a curious brow but nodded his chin at his supply cupboard. “I can’t get Betty and Grace to wear theirs. Help yourself, kiddo!”
I grabbed the first cap I saw and jammed it onto my head in relief. “Well, maybe we won’t need it now with Blondie and so many others gone,” I said hopefully. “Maybe we’ve scared them off for now.”
“You’re probably right,” he agreed, a little misty-eyed. “Tigger bought us some time.”
I got a little misty-eyed myself at that and nodded, having no doubt he was right.
Al stood up and patted me warmly on the head. “Well, I’ve got some work to do before I go to bed, kiddo. Why don’t you check in early and get some sleep. You’re looking exhausted there.”
“I will in a bit,” I agreed. Even though it was already dark outside, it wasn’t really that late yet.
Whistling a little, he disappeared into the garage, and I took his place at the table to bury my head in my arms.
What was I going to do? How could I tell them that I was the portal? There wasn’t anything they could do about it. It wasn’t like they could cut the connection I had with the Tulpa to prevent the bridge from forming.
That made me pause a little. Now that I knew I was Earth’s anchor, could I somehow uproot my end of the bridge? Was it possible to destroy the portal? The Queens had kind of implied it was. They’d basically agreed with me that love could protect everyone that I loved.
But how?
The Tulpa was trying to reach me to control the connection. Could I head it off? Reach it first? Fight fire with fire? If I jumped into its vortex, like the one I’d seen in the coffee shop, would I be sucked into the Second Dimension?
I knew it sounded harebrained, but my whole being told me I was on the right path.
If I wasn’t on Earth, there would be nothing for them to open the portal with. And if I went to Avalon, I would still be creating a bridge. I could actually make it worse. They might even be able to physically reach both Earth and Avalon that way. The only way I could figure to stop them from expanding their reach to the other dimensions was to short-circuit the whole thing.
I was going to have to go to the Second Dimension.
The Queens were right.
My heart—human intuition—did know the answer. And it was actually a horrible, horrible answer.
It had to be my Blue Thread. What could be worse than calling the Mutant Tulpa and jumping back with it into the Second Dimension?
Could I actually do it?
I knew I had to hurry before I lost my resolve or before someone figured out what I was going to do and tried to stop me.
Feeling strangely disconnected from reality, I raised my head and stood up.
But when I turned on my heel, I ran straight into Jareth and Rafael standing only a few feet behind me, their arms folded and their sharp eyes suspiciously locked on mine.
Jareth took one look at my Faraday cap and then asked with a hint of sarcastic amusement, “And what are you trying to hide, Sydney?”
Rafael merely cocked a brow in my direction.
For the briefest of moments, my determination fractured and I wanted to just run into his arms and ask him to help me. But only for a moment. I loved him too much to endanger him. I loved them both too much, each in their own way.
I took a deep breath. I was really going to miss them.
“I’m not hiding anything. It’s just been a hard day,” I lied, forcing a smile as I pointed to the Faraday cap half sliding off my head. “I just want to be safe.” Stealing a page out of Rafael’s book, I switched subjects. “So, Jareth, where do you think the portal is? The Queens didn’t tell me. They just said you were right.”
This time, switching subjects actually worked.
Jareth smirked a little and then gave a belligerent yawn. “Of course I’m right. The only Fae that has a prayer of finding it will be myself,” he said. “The ability to dream and travel dimensions are closed to all others.”
“Rafael can dream,” I said, seeking a distraction, any kind of distraction from what I knew I had to do.
Jareth cast a cynical eye at Rafael. “While he’s beginning to generate thoughtforms like a human, they’re not strong enough to be of use. They’re about the strength of a newborn babe’s.”
Rafael arched a challenging brow, and as they began to exchange barbs, I escaped from the kitchen and ran to my room.
Closing the door, I leaned against it to collect my thoughts.
I was going to go. And it was a one-way trip.
I was going to have to leave them all behind. My family. Finally, after all these years, I‘d found my real family. And I was going to have to give them up, everyone that I loved and who loved me back. Jerry. Rafael. Al. Betty. Jareth. Grace. Ellison. Samantha. Ajax. Even my mother, Maya. I would ultimately miss her too, despite everything.
Emotions welled in my throat, and I almost collapsed, but then I felt Jerry move in my sweatshirt pocket. Woodenly, I took out the paper towel roll.
It was time for me to start saying my goodbyes.
I knew I could do it if I didn’t think about it too much.
As if in a dream, I tipped Jerry out onto the floor. He’d been a wild mouse before I’d caught him and made him my pet. He was the first thing that I’d ever really loved. Picking him up, I kissed his little pink nose for the last time.
“Take care, buddy,” I whispered, tears threatening my voice. “I’m sorry I took your freedom away. It’s time for me to give it back.”
Gently, I set him down on the sunflower-shaped rug in the middle of my room. He stood on his hind feet for a few seconds, his whiskers twitching, and then he scampered away to disappear under the bed. I hoped he wouldn’t meet his end in the jaws of a cat or a trap, but he was born free. He probably missed it. I’d caged him long enough. But just to be safe, I put his cage on the floor to give him the option to return should he change his mind.
“Right,” I said aloud, refusing to let myself feel.
Rummaging through my dresser, I dug out a piece of paper and a pencil, intending to write my mother a goodbye note. I tried several times and nearly chewed the eraser off before crumpling the paper and tossing it in the trash.
A letter wasn’t Maya’s style, anyway.
Grabbing my cellphone, I dialed her number.
She picked up on the second try and spent our entire conversation distracted and giggling to someone else. I took it to mean that her new relationship was still in its beginning stages of euphoria.
“I love you, Maya,” I told her.
She clearly didn’t know how to respond, and it made me realize that I’d never actually said that to her before. I guess while I’d always been more of the parent in our relationship, I must have been a distant and resentful-type of parent.
“Uh … that’s nice,” she replied awkwardly.
The long silence on the line was finally broken by a giggle as she whispered to her boyfriend, “Oh, I’m almost done! She’s wrapping up.”
That was my cue. “Well, nice talking to you,” I said.
“Right,” Maya agreed quickly. “Call again sometime.”
“Ok,” I agreed, just to end the conversation. “Goodbye, Maya.”
She hung up and I looked at the phone, not really even feeling any disappointment. I didn’t really expect anything else from her. It was just who she was. I couldn’t really even be angry or irritated. It just wasn’t worth making myself feel bad over. It was time for me to let it all go and let myself move on. I was glad she had someone. It actually helped me say goodbye.
Betty was next.
I really had to distance myself to even think of telling her goodbye and even then, I was on the brink of tears as I walked into the kitchen where she was pouring bowls of cereal out for dinner.
“It’s going to be a light meal tonight,” she announced with a bright friendly smile. “No one’s really too hungry, anyway. I asked Grace and Ellison to go look for eggs, so if you want an egg, I can scramble one right up for you.”
“Cereal is fine,” I said, hovering behind her.
She really was a beautiful woman. I’d never really noticed how graceful she looked before with the wrinkles around her brown eyes and the gray sprinkled lightly throughout her brown hair. She was so warm and open. There wasn’t an ounce of bitterness in her soul. And if my life had taken a different path to lead me to a long journey on Earth, I would have striven to be just like her. Happy, loving, and understanding of everyone else, faults and all. With Betty, I had never felt judged.
“What is it, honey?” she asked in a kind, gentle tone.
I cleared my throat and withdrew even further behind my mental wall of protection. But it was very hard not to feel anything around her.
“I think I’m going to bed early,” I said.
“Today has been a hard one,” she replied sympathetically. “A nice night’s sleep will do you some good.” She reached over and patted me on the cheek.
I didn’t care what she thought then. I just locked her into a hug and squeezed her as hard as I could. “I love you,” I choked and then with tears burning my lashes, I dashed away towards the back to look for Grace and Ellison.
By the time I stepped on the back porch, I’d blinked the tears away to see them both exiting the hen house. Grace in her perpetual sweats and Ellison in his hipster-looking t-shirt and jeans. They made an odd pair, but they were perfect for each other.
“What’s up?” Ellison asked as they joined me on the porch.
“Nothing much,” I said, grimacing a little.
“Sounds like a lie,” Grace inserted with a mischievous grin.
“Yeah,” I admitted. “It kinda is.”
They both sent me intense looks and then Ellison reached over and gave my arm a friendly squeeze. “We know,” he said.
I held my breath and choked out, “You know?”
“Rafael and even Jareth,” Grace mouthed so softly I only heard half of her words. “They’re part of it, aren’t they?”
It wasn’t really a question.
I just nodded. How much did they know? Granted, there were many things they might have seen, but just how much had they figured out?
“It’s kind of exciting, really.” Ellison grinned from ear-to-ear. “Can you talk about it at all? I mean, I know you can’t, but … it’s kind of hard not to, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, like are the Mob Bosses going to show up at our door?” Grace asked, the pitch of her voice rising with excitement.
“Grace!” Ellison jabbed her in the ribs. “They might make her move again.”
It took me several long seconds to put it together. Did they think I was in the Witness Protection Program?
“Sorry,” Grace apologized sheepishly.
“Yeah, I have to admit, I thought I was going crazy for a while,” Ellison confessed with a bit of a sheepish laugh himself. “I mean, a few days ago at the coffee shop, I was about ready to call it all some kind of sci-fi conspiracy alien-cover-up or something, but the doctor said it was just stress.”
“Stress?” I repeated, my eyes widening a little. Whatever doctor believed that the coffee shop events had been a product of stress should have his license revoked.
“Yeah, I’ve been kind of tired lately. Guess I zoned out too much at work and kind of half fell asleep or something, but this isn’t about me!” Ellison laughed, a little embarrassed. “I’m not crazy, Sydney. Promise!”
I felt a twinge of conscience. The poor guy had actually allowed himself to be convinced that nothing unusual had happened in Samantha’s coffee shop. But then, maybe it was just safer for him that way. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Ellison.” I just laughed. “I’ve been stressed myself lately. They say stress does all kinds of crazy things.”
“Yeah, and combined with caffeine…” he trailed away with another laugh.
But Grace wasn’t really paying much attention to him. She was staring at me, her eyes taking on an all-knowing look. As I made eye contact with her, she took it as an invitation and leaned forward.
“I bet Rafael didn’t mean to fall in love with you, did he?” she said, her brown eyes sparkling. “I mean, he’s your agent, assigned to protect you. He probably never knew that he’d meet the love of his life. Oh, it’s just like a really good movie!” She gave a loud, dreamy sigh.
I hadn’t realized Grace was such a romantic, and it was really hard not to tell her that it was more of a horror film than a romance flick.
Ellison saved me from having to reply by reaching over and playfully clapping his hand over her mouth. She made a sour face and batted his fingers away.
He turned to me and said, “It’s ok, Sydney. We know we shouldn’t know too much. It’s safer for all of us that way. We’ll stop pestering you.”
I looked into his smiling face and nodded. “Yeah, it’s best that way,” I answered truthfully.
I just stood there a minute, looking at them both and memorizing their smiling faces. I’d never had real friends before.
With emotions threatening to destabilize me once again, I managed to croak, “You two take care of each other now, will you?”
They both looked at me in outright alarm. “Are you going somewhere? You’re not leaving, are you?” Grace’s brown eyes were huge.
“No,” I said quickly. I mean, I was leaving, but not because the Mafia had found out my hiding place. “It’s nothing like that. I’m just tired. And Tigger … well, the day has been a downer.” That was the understatement of the year.
Their eyes lit with understanding.
“Let me know if I can do anything, will you?” Ellison asked me then.
My heart tugged. I was really going to miss them. I really loved them, too. “Just keep each other safe,” I said.
They nodded seriously.
As I turned away, I saw them trade fist bumps out of the corner of my eye.
“Told you it was the Mafia,” Grace said to Ellison in an undertone as the back door slammed shut.
I expelled a long breath.
It was time to tell Al goodbye.
I found him in the garage, sitting on the floor and wrapping empty Snapple bottles with aluminum foil. I looked at the stack of bottles next to him, the card table littered with various meters, soldering iron, and a box of salt. It was obvious that he was really kicking into high gear.
He looked up and greeted me with a wide smile as I sat down next to him on a narrow strip of carpet.
“Still up?” he asked, reaching for a new bottle to wrap.
I handed it to him. “What are you doing?” I asked.
“Ever watch Ghost Hunters?” he asked with an excited gleam in his eye.
It was going to be really hard to tell him goodbye. Even in my removed state, just thinking that thought threatened to turn me into a puddle of tears.
He was looking at me, and I realized he was waiting for an answer.
“Ghost Hunters,” I repeated slowly, playing back his question in my mind. I’d never really enjoyed those TV shows where people would lock themselves in dark rooms and pretend they heard voices in static. “Yeah, I think so,” I finally said.
“Well, Jack faxed me the schema of his device. He’s a smart one,” Al said, chuckling as he set the wrapped Snapple bottle next to the thirty or so already complete. “I’ve got a pretty good feeling we’re gonna succeed here, kiddo.”
I handed him another empty bottle. “You’re going to find ghosts?” I asked in a weak attempt at humor.
A sharp bark of laughter escaped his lips. “Well, who’s to say?” he said.
After wrapping the bottle, he pushed himself up from the floor and moved to the card table.
I just watched him, my throat closing with emotion.
“So, what’s bothering you, kiddo?” he asked, looking me straight in the eye.
I just stared at him back, trying to memorize every line of his face as I gave a half-laugh and answered, “Nothing. Why do you think something’s bothering me? I haven’t said anything.”
He chuckled a little and searched through a cardboard box on the table to pull out a roll of duct tape. “The secret to good conversation is listening,” he said. “Very little communication is actually in the words.”
There was no doubt about it. Al was probably the most perceptive human that I’d ever met. I was going to miss him. Terribly. I couldn’t help it. I just threw my arms around him and hugged him as hard as I could.
“I never had a Dad,” I said, my voice raw with feeling. “But if I did, I’d want him to be just like you, Al.”
He grabbed me up in a great big bear hug and then set me back on my feet and chucked me under the chin. “Well now, kiddo, here’s where you’re wrong. You’ve got me now, if you want me. Not everyone is born into their family from the get-go. Sometimes in life, we find our family along the way.”
I just nodded. I didn’t trust my voice to speak.
He tapped his finger on a piece of paper on top of the card table and drew his brows into a deep scowl. “I’m gonna have to call Jack. This diagram just don’t make sense now. I think he’s forgotten a piece.”
I smiled. “Don’t change, Al,” I silently mouthed. “Ever.”
I took a deep breath. It was time for me to leave—before I ran out of the strength to leave them all behind.
Faking a wide yawn, I rubbed my eyes and said, “Well, I’m off to bed. I’m exhausted.”
“Night, kiddo,” he said, tousling my head.
I watched him flip on an old radio and as a burst of static came through the speakers, he grinned and jammed on a pair of duct-taped earphones.
And then I did the hardest thing I’d ever done. I forced myself to turn and walk away from him, from the only real father I’d ever known.
Stepping into the kitchen, I drew up short to see both Rafael and Jareth leaning lazily against either side of the doorway. They’d both taken the time to change. Rafael wore an olive-green coat, black tank top, and some kind of fashion cargo pants while Jareth was dressed from head-to-toe in black leather, and he had his guitar strapped to his back.
“Going somewhere?” I asked, eyeing Jareth’s guitar and patting my Faraday cap to make sure it was still in place.
“Not really,” he said. Locking his hands behind his back, he strolled to the middle of the kitchen and then turned on me. “You’re acting strange, Sydney. What are you up to?”
I just rolled my eyes at him.
He had the audacity to roll his eyes back at me.
But then Rafael’s hand covered mine and I glanced up to see him looking down at me from under his long, black lashes. I wanted to stare into his gray eyes forever. I wanted him to hold me and tell me everything was going to be okay. And I wanted to kiss him and be with him until I was a wrinkled old lady. But I knew none of that would ever happen. I couldn’t even dare let myself think of telling him goodbye. It hurt far too much.
“What has you so distracted, little pixie?” he asked.
His velvet-smooth voice actually made me shiver. I just shook my head and said, “Bad day. That’s all.” I nodded at myself, relieved I’d managed to hold myself together for those few brief words.
Jareth coughed and, withdrawing a coin from his pocket, began flipping it over his fingers.
“Well then,” Rafael said. A slight smile lingered on his lips as his eyes skewered mine. Taking my arm, he wrapped it casually around his waist before he continued. “Shall we go?”
I jerked. “Go? Where?” I panicked. Had they somehow found out my plan? Were they trying to stop me?
“Across the street,” Jareth supplied acidly. “What’s gotten into you?”
“You should stay with us for a bit longer,” Rafael said, flashing an easygoing smile. “At least until we find the portal. Brock’s standing by to take your place. Betty, Grace, and Ellison are in the backyard. We’d better go before they come back in.”
I followed his gaze to the hallway where Brock stood, leaning against the wall. I nodded a bit numbly, wondering how long he’d impersonate me when I never returned. What would they tell Al and Betty?
I was on the verge of a breakdown when I felt Rafael’s warm lips brush the tip of my ear. His long fingers squeezed mine.
“It’s been a hard day, Sydney,” he said, his smile deepening. “It’s time now to quit thinking. Time to relax.”
“Yawn,” Jareth said in a sarcastic tone as he folded his arms. “Are we going to leave sometime in this century?”
I was actually grateful for his obnoxiousness. It jolted me back into control. And if I hadn’t known better, I would have said he’d done it on purpose.
“Oh, have some patience, Jareth,” I snapped, relieved to be scowling at him again.
“I don’t have to. I’m perfect just like I am,” he said with a shrug. “And perfection such as mine is actually a burden as it’s always making the people around me feel inferior.”
“If you’re so perfect, why do you care how they feel?” I asked, not really worried if I made sense or not. His outrageousness enabled me to distract myself once again.
“It’s just tiresome,” he was saying as we left Al’s house to cut across the street.
“You’re certainly exhausting,” Rafael chimed in good-naturedly.
They kept talking, but I didn’t pay much attention. I just followed them into Rafael’s house as I formulated my plan of escape. I couldn’t stay in their company for long. I had no doubt they would find out my real plan if I did.
And anyway, I didn’t think I’d have luck calling the Tulpa in the middle of the Fae Command Center. I was going to have to return to my bedroom to do that.
As soon as we entered the house, I stretched and yawned. “Well, I’m going to catch some sleep. I’m tired,” I said.
They both stopped talking to glance at me. I didn’t dare look at either of them. Instead, I ran up the stairs to the room with the couch, where I’d slept before. They didn’t try to stop me.
I waited a bit before sneaking halfway back down the stairs. From that vantage point, I could see into the Fae Command Center in the living room. Both Jareth and Rafael were standing with their backs to me, peering at one of the crystals.
I stood there, my heart sinking in my chest like a lead weight. I stared at Rafael’s blond head. I loved him. I’d never met anyone like him. Nor would I again.
And Jareth. As I watched, he flipped his dark hair back and with a scornful laugh, punched Rafael on the shoulder.
I could only smile. I’d really miss Jareth, too. He was like my favorite, obnoxious older brother.
I waited until they were distracted and then slipped down the remainder of the stairs and out the front door. I didn’t look back as I ran across the street and into Al and Betty’s backyard. I couldn’t risk bolting through the front door if Brock might be in the kitchen pretending to be me. Instead, I ran to my bedroom window and peered inside.
Brock was there, lounging on the bed and reading a book as himself. The moment he saw me, he shifted outdoors to join me.
“I just need some clothes,” I said by way of greeting. “Maybe I’ll just stay for a bit and spend some time with Jerry, too.”
“I’ll be back in an hour, then,” he agreed readily.
I figured an hour would be long enough.
He whistled then, and Ajax bounded out of the darkness to join us. With a salute, Brock was gone.
I expelled my breath.
It was getting close to the time that I’d have to face my emotions. Close. But not yet.
I glanced down at Ajax sitting by my feet. He was going to ruin my plans. I was going to have to ditch him, otherwise, he’d alert everyone about the Mutant Tulpa’s arrival.
“Let’s go inside, buddy,” I said, heading for the back door.
To my relief, it was unlocked. Ajax dashed inside and I followed. Betty, Grace, and Ellison were in the family room watching a movie. They didn’t notice as I ran past the door to the kitchen where I could hear Ajax’s toenail’s clicking across the floor.
I entered just in time to see him smacking the ice button on the refrigerator with his paw. Several ice cubes flew from the dispenser, straight into his mouth. Chomping on them, he turned to give me a strikingly devilish grin.
It figured that he’d prefer ice over hot dogs. He definitely wasn’t a normal dog.
I chuckled and for a moment, he ducked his head in what almost looked like embarrassment and yawned a little.
“Oh, did those just magically jump into your mouth?” I asked, and then grew serious as I stared into his dark eyes. He stood there in a protective stance, all sleek and black. He knew I was admiring him. “Thank you, Ajax. You’ve been a good friend.”
To my utter shock, he wagged the tip of his Twinkie-sized tail. It was the tiniest, minutest of wags. But it was a wag all the same and we both knew it.
I grinned. “Guess I’m growing on you.”
Ajax shot me a withering look.
It was time, time to lure Ajax out of the way, and there was only one place that I figured would work. The hen house. It was a big Faraday cage. It had worked on Jareth before. I just hoped it worked on dogs as well.
“I forgot to get Betty’s eggs,” I said, crossing my fingers that he wouldn’t catch me fibbing.
Luck was on my side. Or maybe it was just my Blue-Threaded destiny. In either case, no one appeared as I slipped outside to the hen house.
Ajax followed, strangely subdued but still watchful and protective. But ditching him was harder than it looked. He didn’t enter the hen house at first. He just stood there, guarding the door. I had to lie to him to get him to come inside.
Flipping the light on, I pushed one of the sleeping hens aside and squinted at the wall to ask, “Hey, is that a Mesmer paw print?”
He was there in a flash.
But just as quickly, I leapt out the door and slammed it shut.
He thought it was an accident at first. I’d left the light on and through a crack, I could see his head tilted sideways as he waited impatiently for me to rescue him.
I felt bad for lying to him. But I didn’t want him to get hurt.
I looked at him and whispered, “I love you, Ajax.” And I did. Somehow, the arrogant, persnickety, demanding beast of a Doberman had squirmed his way into my heart.
With a sharp bark, he pawed at the door but, hunching into my sweatshirt, I just hurried away, fervently hoping the chicken wire would interrupt his communication with Rafael. If it didn’t, I’d have some explaining to do.
All too soon, I stood in my dark bedroom. Alone.
The time had really come.
I knew I just had to be afraid in order to call the Mutant Tulpa to me. And being afraid was actually the easy part. I was already pretty much terrified at what I was about to do anyway. And I wanted to leave the light on, but I knew I couldn’t. I really had to wallow in fear if I was going to succeed.
Almost as if in a dream, I moved to my bed and sat down.
There was no more denying it.
I was leaving.
It was the end.
Fear stronger than I’d ever known leapt into every fiber of my being. The effect was immediate, and in less than a second, I knew I’d succeeded. The Mutant Tulpa was coming for me. Already, I could see the vortex forming and its black tentacles stretching my way. I couldn’t bear to look at it inching my way like some evil, overgrown spider.
I wanted to run screaming from my room, but I couldn’t. I was paralyzed.
But then the shadows by the door dropped into the familiar shape of the Man in the Top Hat. I wasn’t really surprised to see him there. He’d been showing up a lot of late, trying to warn me. I guess it was fitting that he’d show up now. At least I wasn’t alone.
He wasn’t trying to warn me this time, though. He just stood there with his arms folded like he was waiting.
The Mutant Tulpa was just hanging there, trying to reach me. I knew it would soon.
Taking in a deep, shaking breath, I managed to gasp at the Man in the Top Hat, “So this is it, my Blue-Thread? I have to get to the Second Dimension?”
I wanted him to tell me no, that it was a mistake. But I didn’t get that response.
Despair—complete despair—as I saw him nod. Once. But once was enough.
It was almost impossible to move. My entire body seemed made of lead. As if in a dream, somehow, I began inching off my bed as part of me dimly became aware of tiny little feet scrambling down my arm.
Jerry.
My mind screamed for him to jump off before it was too late. I couldn’t drag him with me into this nightmare. But then terror made me forget everything else.
Taking a large, sobbing gulp of air, I inexplicably managed to stand up and stumble forward.
The Mutant Tulpa had formed a large gaping black hole suspended in midair. I was quickly running out of time. Already, it showed signs of retracting as the Mutant Tulpa crouched, ready to latch onto me with its many tentacles.
And then, I leapt.



 
Chapter Ten – TopHat
 
Complete darkness swallowed me whole, a darkness so thick that I felt like I was smothering in tar. Icy terror washed through me as I lurched down in sickening drops as if invisible floors were collapsing under me, one after the other.
And then it was all too much and I blacked out.
* * *
I woke with a jerk, that sudden sense of having fallen back into my body.
It was dark. Silent. I was lying sideways in black sand with my cheek pressed against cool, smooth pebbles.
Slowly, I sat up.
Glowing purple clouds of mist drifted across a pitch-black, starless sky. A short distance away, I could see what looked like a river of lava under red-glowing cliffs. They illuminated everything for some distance, revealing the tops of what looked like trees before it all became shrouded in shadows.
Suddenly, I heard a voice I’d never expected to hear again.
"What took you so long?" Jareth drawled.
I jerked back.
Jareth slouched just feet behind me, his arms crossed and his dark hair falling over his face.
Rafael stood by his side, but he was glowing like someone was shining a spotlight just on him. He strode towards me with his strong arms open wide and, having taken one look into his expressive gray eyes, I didn’t care about anything else.
I met him halfway, hugging him so hard I wondered why his ribs didn’t crack. He laughed a little. I could feel his heartbeat. I stayed that way for a bit, simply hanging on for dear life and just grateful they were there.
Finally, reality crashed in, robbing me of my fleeting sense of peace. Stepping back, I found my voice and asked in a gasping sob, “My Blue-Thread? Did I make the right choice?”
I stood there with my fists clenched, wincing as I waited to hear their answer, but when neither of them spoke, my heart sank.
“I did it wrong?” I choked. How could I have possibly made the wrong choice?
“Your Blue Thread is still there, Sydney,” Rafael’s soft voice filtered into my rising hysteria.
It made me pause. I was stunned. I felt betrayed. Beyond angry. No, I felt duped. The Man in the Top Hat had told me it was, and the experience had been a horrible one. I shuddered, wondering if that wasn’t my Blue Thread, what could be worse?
Upset, I jammed my hands into my sweatshirt pocket and nearly screamed. It took me a second to realize the little fluff of fur that my fingers brushed against belonged to Jerry. He’d hitched a ride, and that realization tipped me into complete devastation.
What had I done? I’d brought them all with me to the Second Dimension. And apparently, for no good reason.
“We’re trapped,” I whispered in a cracked voice.
“Trapped? Please!” Jareth snorted, tossing his head. “I’m not sure how you got here, Sydney, but I shifted. I can easily go the way I came.”
His arrogance jolted me out of my rising hysteria and I felt a bit silly. I reached for my head but I’d apparently lost the Faraday cap somewhere along the way. “How did you know I was here?” I asked then, beginning to relax a little.
“Please!” Jareth snorted again, this time rolling his eyes. “I didn’t need to see your thoughts to know you were pulling something like this.”
“It was obvious you were telling everyone goodbye,” Rafael chimed in, dropping a comforting arm around my shoulders. “I’d never let you come here alone, Sydney. It would break my heart.”
The raw emotion in his voice made my eyes widen a little. I hadn’t realized my leaving would hurt him so much. I mean, I know that he cared for me, but I guess I really didn’t realize just how much until that exact moment. Being important to someone was a bit of a new concept.
I frowned, surprised that he could access the Second Dimension. “I didn’t know Fae could come here,” I whispered, reaching up to touch his glowing jawline.
“Neither did I,” he replied, his lip quirking up a little. “It must have something to do with my newfound ability to dream. Brock tried coming also, but he didn’t arrive with us.” He shrugged and glanced around. “It’s just us.”
I took a deep breath and eyed the darkness, wondering what we should do.
“I’d suggest going back,” Jareth supplied at once.
It was always disturbing when he read my thoughts. It was even more startling this time when I followed his gaze focused over my head, and looking up, saw the collection of what could only be my thoughtforms gathering there. Already, most of them were beginning to fade away. It was unsettling to see my emotions floating there as different geometric shapes and colors, an entirely different form of communication.
I shivered, casting a quick glance above Rafael, but he didn’t have anything hovering over his head. He just glowed.
At first, I didn’t see anything over Jareth, either. But as I watched, a sparkling golden shape with pink-tinted crystal wings appeared above his head. It was actually beautiful.
“That is the thoughtform of loving protection,” a voice drifted through the darkness that startled us all. “He senses my presence and is unsure if I’m friend or foe.”
We whirled to see a figure emerge, swirling into being from the surrounding shadows.
It was the Man in the Top Hat.
He was clearer than ever before but still not completely solid, and this time, I could see the color of his eyes were of the palest blue and the hair under his hat was pure white.
“Jareth will see all of you safe with that,” the man explained, bowing a little in Jareth’s direction before turning to Rafael. “I have never seen a Fae here before, my friend. Your light will serve the three of you well. Light is what is needed here now.”
Rafael and Jareth stood very still.
The Man in the Top Hat faced me with a smile. “At last, Sydney, you can hear my voice.”
Suddenly, I was mad. Really mad. Rounding on him, I abruptly accused, “You lied!”
“Did I?” he asked with a gentle smile. “Tell me, child, what did you ask?”
I knew exactly what I’d asked. It was easy to repeat, “So this is it, my Blue-Thread? I have to get to the Second Dimension?” I frowned, suddenly realizing that I’d asked two questions, not one.
“I nodded yes to your last question,” he explained easily. “Your Blue Thread is here, Sydney. You had to get here, and soon.”
I felt like an idiot. “Then I didn’t have to jump?” I asked quietly. My throat constricted again at the fear I’d felt. Had I terrorized myself for nothing?
“It was exceedingly brave,” the Man in the Top Hat answered in a sympathetic tone. “It brought all three of you here immediately. Time is of the essence. It was not a waste.”
I wanted to scream.
Rafael stepped forward, standing just a shade in front of me. “By what name should we call you?” he asked the man.
The Man in the Top Hat didn’t miss his protective gesture. “My kind are called by many names,” he answered courteously. “Address me as you please.”
“TopHat,” I said without thinking.
“Then TopHat I shall be,” he said with a gracious bow.
“And what kind might you be, TopHat?” Rafael asked next. His voice was soft yet urgent and commanding.
The man didn’t hesitate. He waved at me. “I have been appointed to see this Blue Thread to its completion. There are others besides you, my two Fate Trackers, who watch the threads of destiny. And for different reasons.”
I scowled, feeling very foolish to have leapt to such a horribly wrong conclusion about my Blue Thread. I’d made Jareth and Rafael come after me to the Second Dimension. But that thought made me pause. Melody had wanted Jareth to destroy The Tree of Life here. I caught my breath in the realization that maybe it was too dangerous for him to be here. Or maybe even both of them. What had I done?
But I had little time to wallow in guilt because the Mutant Tulpa chose that precise moment to emerge out of the surrounding darkness.
It was huge, much larger than it had ever appeared on Earth. It looked like some kind of monstrous airborne spider-octopus and was about the size of a house. Regardless of what the Brotherhood of the Snake wanted to use it for, I knew that it still wanted to eat me for its own purposes.
I turned on my heel, poised to run, but Jareth grabbed my arm.
“I’ll shift us out of here,” he shouted.
“No, you can’t,” TopHat cried, waving his arms as if to herd us forward. “Run!”
None of us believed him. Rafael and I grabbed Jareth’s arms and hung onto them longer than we should have, fully expecting him to shift us away. For a few endlessly long seconds, I know that he believed he could. But then, a look I’ll never forget crossed his face. Shock, followed quickly by fear.
“Run!” Jareth shouted as the Mutant Tulpa bore down upon us.
TopHat stood waiting for us just a few yards away. As we bolted his direction, he turned to lead us swiftly away through the swirling darkness.
The Mutant Tulpa followed, close at our heels. I could hear it making ghastly clicking noises as we crashed forward through what felt like prickly grass.
It seemed to be gaining on us.
Panic consumed me and I tripped, but Rafael was there, yanking me up to half-carry me forward. As I ran, I squinted through the darkness, desperately hoping for a place to hide and wishing the purple clouds above would descend to hide us.
My wish was miraculously granted. Sort of. With each step we took, a dark purple cloud formed behind us, slowing the Mutant Tulpa’s pursuit but making me afraid that now some kind of fire chased us as well. My fears were realized as the purple cloud reached from behind to engulf us in thick acidic smoke, and it suddenly became almost impossible to breathe.
My eyes watered. I couldn’t see TopHat anymore. I could barely see Jareth just a few feet ahead as Rafael pulled me forward, up a steep incline.
And then I recalled Al’s advice.
In a forest fire, the smoke will show you which way the wind is blowing, and that‘s the way the fire is moving. Fire travels faster uphill, so don’t make for high ground. Take refuge in a river if you can.
“Down!” I gasped, yelling over the sudden gust of wind pushing us from behind.
I don’t know if they really heard me or not, or if the path just conveniently obliged, but the ground before us plunged and minutes later, we splashed into a dark body of water.
The Mutant Tulpa swept along with the smoke over our heads as we sloshed through water up to our knees and out of it to a nearby grove of tall black trees. One of the trees had partially collapsed onto the others, and as if by some prearrangement, we all darted behind it.
I stood there, catching my breath and holding tightly onto Rafael’s hand.
Who would have guessed Al’s survival training would actually prove useful in the Second Dimension?
As suddenly as they’d appeared, the wind, the purple smoke, and the Mutant Tulpa disappeared.
Jareth whirled upon TopHat and asked sharply, “Just who are you?”
The man merely replied, “I am simply the one appointed to ensure that your Blue-Threaded choices are yours and yours alone. A judge, if you will.”
We just stared at him.
“A judge for whom?” Rafael asked, voicing what we all wanted to know.
None of us were surprised at his answer. “I cannot reveal that.”
Jareth swallowed. “Why can’t I shift and leave this place?”
“No Lizard Person may leave this place,” TopHat answered in an even tone.
Jareth’s jaw dropped open in stunned disbelief.
“But he’s not one of them!” I gasped, outraged.
“He is as much as they are,” TopHat disagreed. Meeting Jareth’s eyes, he added, “You may be Fae, but your lizard half will trap you here in the Second Dimension. Forever.”
I couldn’t breathe again.
“And Rafael?” Jareth was asking.
“Fae light can’t be used here,” TopHat replied, holding out his hands. “There is only darkness here, darkness in all of its beauty. Rafael will not be able to shift any more than you can. The three of you are here to stay.”
I can’t really describe how I felt after hearing that. I mean, I was ready to face my own dark destiny. But I wasn’t ready to doom those I loved along the way. I felt devastated. Completely shattered.
“Sydney, you mustn’t call the Tulpa to you,” TopHat warned. “Your thoughts are powerful in this place.”
I just stared at him numbly.
“It’s not your fault, Sydney,” Rafael told me then, his voice low and deep as his fingers gave mine a comforting squeeze. “We made the choice to come here, well-aware of the danger. Each of us are responsible for our own choices and no one else’s.”
“Wisely said, Fae Fate Tracker.” TopHat nodded.
I just frowned. They could say whatever they wanted. I felt differently about it. It was all so overwhelming that I was beginning to feel strangely disconnected. I actually preferred that, for the moment. At least it allowed me to think.
“What are we supposed to do here?” I asked in a detached voice. “What is my Blue Thread?”
“That isn’t my place to tell you,” TopHat replied, looking anything but contrite. “You must find it yourself.”
I found his answer aggravating. But I really hadn’t expected anything else. Bracing my shoulders, I snapped, “Well then, I’m off to find it and get it over with.”
He merely smiled.
Jareth moved away, bowing his head, and strangely, all I could think was that even after all that running, he somehow still had his guitar strapped to his back.
It was Rafael that brought my thoughts back into focus. “Lead the way, Sydney,” he said, in an offer of grim support. “I will follow.”
I nodded, and steeling my resolve, marched forward. No one stopped me. I had no idea where I was going, let alone if I was going in the right direction.
The ground beneath my feet crunched like I was walking on sharp gravel. Purple clouds still covered the dark sky. Ahead of me, a dull red glow grew brighter, and as I emerged from the grove of dark trees, I saw that I stood at the edge of the molten river.
I’d expected it to be evil, dark, and horrible, like something out of hell, but it wasn’t. It was actually beautiful. Alive. The liquid fire flowed in endlessly unique patterns over the red rocks. It was almost mesmerizing in its own right.
“What is this place?” I asked aloud.
“The edge of reality,” TopHat obliged me with an answer. “This is the stuff of dreams.”
I felt like I should understand him. For a brief moment, I thought I did, but then the feeling slipped away, leaving me to wonder if I’d lost my chance to glimpse some deep understanding of the universe. I stood there a moment but then shrugged the thoughts away. Apparently, they didn’t have anything to do with my Blue Thread. If they had and I’d asked questions, TopHat wouldn’t have answered, of that I was sure.
Jareth snorted, clearly reading my thoughts. TopHat seemingly could too, because he did smile a little, but he offered no further explanation.
The sound of snarling on the cliffs above caught our attention. Voices echoed through the darkness. Creepy, hissing voices followed by an ugly, shrill scream filled with venom.
I knew it was the Lizard People, and I knew in my heart that I was going to have to face them. There wasn’t a shred of doubt about it, nor that if I stood there and thought about it for too long, I wasn’t going to be able to do anything but turn into a quivering mass of fear.
“Let’s get closer to them,” I whispered, making up my mind.
TopHat nodded in agreement. “You are correct, Sydney. They are your next step.”
I scowled at him. “And why tell me now? I thought you weren’t supposed to tell me what to do.”
“I may comment upon your decisions after you make them,” he said. “Remember, simply concentrate upon the next step. That is all each of us are given to take at a time.”
I couldn’t decide if I wanted to be aggravated with him or not. It was a close one. Deciding it wasn’t worth it at the moment, I moved as if to take a step forward.
Rafael’s strong hand clamped down on my shoulder. “The river is in the way, Sydney,” he pointed out.
It was. It ran around the base of the cliffs as far as I could see in either direction. And upon closer inspection, the cliffs themselves seemed to be made of some kind of red glass, slippery and impossible to scale.
I frowned, wondering how I could possibly get to the top. Clearly, the Lizard People were entwined in my fate. I wanted to face them, but it wasn’t like the cliffs would just crumble at my feet, nor would the ground I stood on rise to reach them.
The ground beneath me began to shake and rumble. We didn’t have time to even run before it moved, carrying us upwards. I couldn’t tell if the red cliffs were collapsing or if a mountain was forming beneath me. Maybe both.
I could only hang onto Rafael for dear life as a bridge of some kind formed, leading to a handful of lizards now crawling towards us, a couple walking upright like a human as the remainder crept behind them on all fours. The majority of the Lizard People stayed where they were, writhing and snarling in a large slithering pile of scales huddled in a pit at the top of the cliff. They look grotesque and smelled worse. I could smell them even from where I stood.
I watched the lizards approach, again startled at the strange events coinciding with my thoughts. First the purple smoke. Now the leveling of the cliffs.
“As you are already beginning to suspect, Sydney. It is no coincidence,” one of the lizards called out as he approached.
I recognized his voice at once.
Blondie.
Now devoid of his Earthly form, he walked upright on his two hind feet. He was dark, his scales oily, and he smelled like sulfur. Evil radiated from him and from the smaller lizard person at his side. The fanatical pair of eyes were familiar.
Marquis.
I could tell by the way Rafael’s arms tensed that he recognized his father as well. Well, the lizard who had possessed his father, anyway.
“Humans are dangerous in this world,” Blondie said, coming to a stop in front of me. “What you dream and imagine comes true here first, Sydney. And if it is powerful enough, it leaps dimensions to manifest itself on Earth as well. That is the true power of human thought. Humans hold the power to create.”
My eyes widened. Had I really created the purple smoke and leveled the cliffs through thought alone?
“Yes,” Blondie smirked.
It was terrifying.
“But, how are you at controlling your thoughts?” His voice softened but took on a menacing tone. He didn’t look scared of me in the least. In fact, he looked jubilant, like he’d just won the jackpot.
And I knew exactly why. I was engulfed in fear, fear that what he said just might be true. I didn’t trust myself. I’d always felt kind of like a victim to my thoughts. I’d never really consciously tried to control them.
“They’re trying to frighten you,” Rafael warned in a low voice. “Don’t fall into their trap. Just breathe, Sydney. Think only of breathing.”
Seizing his advice, I concentrated only on breathing long, deep breaths. It was really hard to do, but it helped.
Blondie and Marquis just watched, still leering. The other lizards behind them had stopped to hover in the background.
“She won’t be able to create an escape route for you, Blondie,” TopHat said from behind me.
Blondie drew his lips back and hissed.
TopHat shrugged. “The Brotherhood of the Snake could have been so much more. But now that you’ve cultivated only a taste for fear, you will be consigned to that pit for an eternity.” He pointed to where the other lizards writhed on the cliff.
As I watched, small dark wriggling Tulpas appeared above their heads. The lizards jaws snapped as they lunged forward to consume them, biting and clawing at each other to reach the Tulpa first. It was like watching a pack of wild dogs fight over one morsel of raw steak.
Blondie approached Jareth, reaching out as if to touch him. “You made the wrong choice, lizardling. Now you are trapped here as well.”
“I’m not one of you,” Jareth said tightly.
“Then if you’re not, simply shift away,” Blondie taunted in a low sinister voice.
That made me mad. I wasn’t going to sit there and just listen to him torturing us. “We’re not your puppets,” I snapped. But my voice sounded as scared as I truly was.
Blondie and Marquis both tossed their heads back and laughed, deep belly laughs. “We’ve controlled the Fae from the beginning, since the birth of the Glass Wall,” Marquis chortled, pointing to the thin golden classification bracelets still encircling our wrists.
The bracelets on our wrists glowed as if in response.
Blondie spat viciously, “It’s going to take more than Lysol to escape us here, human.”
I looked at my bracelet in horror. Of course, the lizards controlled them. It was the only way the access codes could have been located in the blue strand of light, accessible only in the Second Dimension. Just why they’d created the bracelets was a mystery but a mystery I didn’t really need to know the answer to in order to break them. He’d said my thoughts had power here.
Closing my eyes, I wished with all my might that our bracelets would just fall off.
Blondie caught onto my thought. I could see the alarm in his eyes as his hand snaked out towards me as quick as lightning. But he wasn’t quick enough.
Raising a defensive arm, my bracelet fell to the ground just as his claws grazed my skin. The instant he made contact, the Light Queen’s golden feather roared into life above my hand.
Blondie drew back, yelping in pain.
I stared in shock at the golden feather hovering there, wondering what it meant, but Rafael understood the implications at once.
Reaching out to grab my hand with his bracelet-free one, he grabbed Jareth’s arm with the other. “You can’t touch Fae Light,” he told the lizards. “The bracelets. You created them to control our light. It was the only way you could possess us.”
They drew their lips back and hissed.
Drawing himself to his full impressive height, Rafael ordered Marquis and Blondie in a commanding tone, “Stand back!”
They didn’t like it, but they didn’t have a choice. They backed away, seething with anger.
Hope filled my heart. At last, something was going our way.
We turned to go back, but the lava river had already consumed the lower portion of the bridge. We exchanged glances. There was nowhere to go but forward.
I swallowed, wondering if Rafael’s light was enough to ward off the host of lizards writhing in the pit above us, but we didn’t have a choice. I didn’t trust my thoughts enough to get us out of there. I was afraid that I’d think something horrible out of fear and we’d end up roasted.
I watched in horror as the lava river began to rise and desperately sought to think only of how we reached the top of the cliff in safety.
I pushed Rafael forward as hard as I could as Blondie and the others circled us. They were clearly trying to keep us together and away from the others piled in the pit against the cliff’s red walls.
Relieved to be distracted, I wondered what they were trying so hard to protect. It only made me want to see it more.
“What are you hiding?” I asked them.
They just hissed.
It made me look harder.
I saw them, the thousands of thin, twisting cords of light, running from the shifting pile of lizards to disappear on the other side of the red rock wall.
I knew what was on the other end of those cords.
Humans and Fae.
And I knew what they feared then. They didn’t want me to break the strings of their puppets.



 
Chapter Eleven – There’s No Place Like Al’s
 
The lizards knew at once what I was thinking. I wasn’t used to the fact that in the Second Dimension my thoughts were no longer private. I had to remember that I broadcasted each and every one as a Tulpa above my head for all to see.
“The Brotherhood isn’t afraid of a mere human,” Blondie sneered in outright contempt. “The cords are indestructible. There’s nothing a human can do to destroy them.”
Marquis tossed his lizard head back and gave a short bark of a laugh. “And no matter what you do, it will never be over for us, Sydney. We’ll find another human to build our bridge to Earth. We still have the Tulpa. We can always begin again.”
“We have all of eternity to get it right,” Blondie added with a malicious cackle and a swish of his coal-black tail.
Their ominous words struck terror through my soul, making me doubt myself at once.
“Don’t listen to them,” Rafael advised softly, giving my hand a gentle squeeze. “They’re trying to control you through fear.”
I swallowed, wanting to tell him that it was working and quite well.
But then Marquis said, “We have harnessed a power now, a power beyond comprehension. A power that will free—”
At that, Blondie drew his lips back with a sharp, gnashing snarl at Marquis. “Silence!”
At once, Marquis slunk back.
With a firm set of his jaw and a forbidding expression in his eyes, Rafael challenged, “And what has you so afraid, Blondie? Did he reveal too much?”
Blondie swished his tail in agitation. “Step carefully, Fae,” he cautioned. “Your light may fade here.”
“Even if it does, you’ll still have to deal with me,” Jareth warned, stepping in front of us to adopt a protective stance.
Blondie turned the full magnetic pull of his eyes directly on Jareth then. “You belong with us, lizardling.” He waved his hand at the dark, wriggling Tulpas of fear still popping into existence above the pit, and his forked tongue lashed out to make a greedy, slurping noise. “Taste it, Jareth. Taste fear as you were born to. Join us.”
“You’re wasting your time,” Jareth replied with a scathing growl.
“You lie, foolish lizardling.” Blondie laughed. “Soon, the hunger will grow too strong for you to resist. Those two will die here. There is nothing to sustain them. But not you. Here you will thrive. With us. We are brothers.”
With his nostrils expanding slowly, Jareth crossed his arms, and in an impossibly low voice—a voice so low that I felt it vibrate through my bones rather than heard it with my ears—he replied, “Rafael alone is my brother. As he always was, as he is now, and as he will be for all of eternity.”
Hatred raged through Blondie’s yellow eyes then.
All of the lizards in the pit hissed and spat.
A gust of heat rose from behind us, blasting us with warmth, and I glanced back to see the river of lava had risen to only a few feet away.
I gulped in fear.
The Man in the Top Hat stood at the river’s edge and looked directly into my eyes. “Remember the power of human thought, Sydney,” his voice echoed through my mind.
I swallowed. I knew all too well how powerful human thoughts were. The fact that the lava was rising to toast us as I feared was complete proof of it. But maybe human thoughts were too powerful. I couldn’t even control my own myself.
With the lava lapping at our heels, Rafael tightened his grip on my arm and led me up the incline towards the lizard pit.
I desperately tried to collect my scattered thoughts. How could I control them to do anything useful? They always seemed to squirm around on their own and think unbidden, unhelpful things. It was like trying to herd cats.
Suddenly, I remembered Samantha.
Jareth had said she was the most powerful being that he knew. I could hear his voice in my mind, as clear as day. It’s her heart, Sydney. When a human operates solely from the heart in everything they do, the true power of humanity is unleashed.
With every ounce of my being, I turned my thoughts into a heartfelt wish. From my very soul, I wished the river would return to its banks.
Rafael was still pushing me up the path. The stench of sulfur grew stronger with each step. Blondie and the others kept pace with us, but at a safe distance. They clearly feared Rafael’s light, and they didn’t seem to care too much for the Man in the Top Hat bringing up the rear, either.
As we stumbled to the top of the cliff, I finally gathered enough courage to toss a quick glance back over my shoulder.
The river of lava had receded a few feet, forming a kind of waterfall over the bridge before winding around the base of the cliff to run off into the distant darkness like a glimmering golden thread. It hadn’t returned to its banks, but at least it had stopped its advance.
My fearful Tulpa had clearly been stronger than my heartfelt one.
“Not bad for your first attempt, Sydney,” TopHat observed in an encouraging voice.
Blondie spat.
TopHat turned on him then. "Your greed has brought a human into your world. You would be wise to change your ways before it is too late. This may very well be your last chance.”
“Humans are weak and foolish, incapable of stopping us,” Blondie replied contemptuously. “They are a source of food. Nothing else.”
“They are beings who dream,” TopHat disagreed. “And dreams are the seeds of reality. When humans understand they are so much more powerful than they themselves believe, your reign of terror will end. No longer will they blindly allow you to steep their race in fear. No longer will you be able to use them to wage war, destruction, and breed hatred for your benefit. They will learn they have power over their own thoughts and will cultivate peace and harmony.”
The lizards in the pit—and the few that rested on the rock shelves above it—drew back and hissed at the word peace.
More Tulpas of fear popped into existence above their heads, setting off a feeding frenzy in the pit. Their high-pitched squeals of pleasure made me shudder. Some of the lizards devoured the Tulpas in a single bite. Others absorbed them through their eyes and nose. It reminded me of what I’d witnessed Marquis doing, the very first time he’d taken the Tulpa out of the orange tube. It seemed so very long ago.
“Ah yes.” Marquis sighed in reminiscence. “The taste of that bait was beyond compare.”
“Bait?” I repeated, catching my breath. Had they wanted me to steal it? Had I fallen into their trap from the very beginning?
Marquis all but confirmed it with his next words. “We’ll have better success with the next human. We didn’t expect you to resist from the start, nor to receive help from my very own son.”
Rafael reacted to that one. “You’re not my father,” he responded immediately.
“I beg to differ,” Marquis grinned widely, revealing a huge mouthful of sharp-pointed teeth. “It was I who protected you from the very beginning.”
“Protected?” Rafael repeated coldly. “You are a murderer, nothing more. Too many have died at your hands. Innocents. Jung, the human reporter. Jareth’s bodyguard. How many humans and Fae have you—”
“As many as I needed to,” Marquis inserted with a cynical smile. “They were in the way. Disposable—”
He broke off as a Tulpa appeared in front of us. It looked like a wriggling black pineapple and gave off a sickly sweet, cloying smell. Both Marquis and Blondie reached for it at the same time, ripping it apart to devour it before its piercing scream had even finished reverberating against the rock walls surrounding us.
I closed my eyes and shivered. I was trapped in a nightmare.
At once, I felt Rafael’s caring arm pulling me into a protective embrace. “Let’s leave this place,” he suggested.
I just nodded in agreement.
I was done talking to the Lizard People. After all, I already knew what I should do next. I had to finish the job. I had to destroy the Mutant Tulpa. No doubt, the lizards would create it again, but it had taken them quite a bit of effort to do it the first time. At the very least, I could buy humanity some needed time.
And regardless of what Blondie said, I just might figure out how to cut the puppet strings along the way.
The wails emanating from the pit informed me that I was on the right path.
Blondie and Marquis began to shout at us, but I was done listening to them.
“Let’s go,” I said, strengthening my resolve.
I pointed to the cords of light running up and over the red rock walls like vines, disappearing over the edge and out of sight. A narrow path led around the lip of the pit, to a wide crack in one of the walls where a dense red fog spilled through the opening. It crept out like long fingers to hug the ground.
I waited until both Rafael and Jareth nodded in agreement before stepping forward. TopHat didn’t vote, but he followed as we took to the path. As we approached the pit, the Lizards drew back, showing their teeth. Still afraid of Rafael’s light, there was no way they could physically stop us, but after we passed, they followed, calling after us in deep, otherworldly voices which beckoned us to come back and join them.
“And they call humans foolish?” Jareth muttered in a voice thick with sarcasm.
I silently agreed with him. Did Blondie really think I’d just give up and join him after everything that had happened? And especially after he’d killed Tigger?
Walking through the red swirling mist, we reached the crack in the wall. The air still stank of sulfur, but it wasn’t quite as bad. The mist seemed to have some sort of dampening effect on it.
Rafael went first, nearly stooping in half to step through the crack. He made me wait until he poked his head back through to announce it safe before I followed. Ducking through the crack, I straightened slowly on the other side and peered at the pulsing network of light cords spreading out across a vast field. It looked like a massive golden spider web splayed out on the ground.
“It is some kind of trap,” Jareth whispered as he joined us.
“It is,” TopHat confirmed from behind. “The Brotherhood of the Snake keeps humans trapped in their base emotions to feed off of them. Fear. Hatred. Distrust.”
I shivered. “Is there a way to destroy it?” I asked.
TopHat met my inquisitive gaze with a kind smile. “It is time for me to go, Sydney. You must continue alone.”
Icy fear jolted through me. He hadn’t answered me. “Is that my Blue Thread?” I asked hoarsely.
He just smiled and said, “Trust yourself, Sydney.”
That was exactly what I didn’t want to hear. That was the hardest thing to do. But before I could even protest, he melted into the shadows and was gone.
“Figures,” I muttered under my breath. When I needed him the most, he wasn’t going to be there. But then, I wasn’t sure what he could really do, anyway.
Straightening my shoulders, I took a deep breath. I had the Tulpa to destroy and maybe the light cords, too. And with the way my thoughts reacted in the Second Dimension, I’d best keep myself as focused as possible.
“Shall we?” Rafael asked, bowing a little.
I glanced up at Jareth, but he was unusually quiet and withdrawn.
“Let’s see where the cords go,” I said then.
They both just nodded.
Silently, we skirted the edge of the field, inspecting the cords to see where they ended, but they were merely twisted strands of light, woven back into the web and seemingly didn’t even possess an end.
It was difficult to not let my thoughts wander. I generated myriad Tulpas above my head, mostly dark, gloomy ones. I hadn’t realized before just how much I’d let my thoughts control me instead of the other way around. And even worse, most of my thoughts were criticisms offered by a running inner-dialogue of negativity whose sole purpose was to make me feel as bad about myself as possible. It was a battle to focus either on the task at hand or on positive, happy thoughts.
We’d covered almost the entire perimeter of the field before we stumbled upon a conduit of some kind. It was huge. There were so many twisted cords of light that they had fused into a single channel which descended into the bowels of the Second Dimension itself and flowed out of the field to the edge of what looked like a dark forest.
I took a step forward and then paused. I didn’t know where I was going. Was I leading both Jareth and Rafael down the wrong path? What if I was leading them to the wrong destiny?
Nervously, I turned to them and asked, “Where is it going?” I asked. “It isn’t somewhere we should go, right? Am I making the wrong decision?”
I didn’t have to say it. They knew I was asking if it led to the Tree of Life.
“The Tree is not something to be found easily,” Rafael explained softly. “Its leaves have yet to be found on Earth. Its roots are still hidden on Avalon. No doubt, the trunk is as protected here as well.”
That made me feel a little better. But only a little. “But your fate. And Jareth’s …” My voice trailed away.
Jareth’s brows drew into a dark line. “The Tree of Life is surrounded by the Shadows of Death, Sydney. Only something truly evil can penetrate it. As ornery as you are, I really don’t think you qualify.”
It felt good to roll my eyes back at him.
It was all a bit esoteric to me, but it sounded like it wasn’t too risky to keep following the cords. “Then let’s keep going,” I said, cautiously heading for the woods.
But as I walked, my eerie, nagging sense of doubt turned increasingly fearful. What if they were wrong? What if I imagined we broke though the Shadows of Death? Would that summon them to me? Would I accidentally harm the Tree of Life and blow up the dimensions all because I couldn’t control my thoughts?
A different thought blazed across my mind.
If my thoughts were all that powerful in the Second Dimension, why couldn’t I just wish myself home like Dorothy in The Wizard of OZ?
Startled, I came to an abrupt halt.
“What is it?” I heard Rafael ask.
But I was too busy thinking of Al and Betty to answer.
I tried to focus on just them. I really did. I even kept repeating to myself there’s no place like home, like Al and Betty’s. But more things popped into my head than Al’s bald head and Betty’s sweet nature. I saw the Wicked Witch of the West, along with Toto, and Mrs. Patton’s creepy garden gnomes.
The ground shifted and then we were falling, scraping our shins against a rock wall.
I lost all control of my thoughts after that and panicked.
“Relax, Sydney,” Rafael’s gray eyes swam into view. I felt his strong hands cradle my head. “Just breathe. Slow and easy. Like this. Copy me.”
I fought my rising panic to focus only on his voice and stare into his eyes. It took several tries, but then I was just breathing like he was, long slow intakes of air like going up on a roller coaster and then letting it all out once before repeating the process again.
It calmed me almost at once.
I looked around.
It was warm. It looked like I’d only succeeded in transporting us deeper into the woods. We were standing in a small clearing next to a rock wall. Faint lights and shadows played on the stones. To the left, I could see the fused light cord still running through the dark trees surrounding us. Wherever we were, we hadn’t really gone far, I guess.
We certainly hadn’t gotten any closer to Earth.
I guess my power to dream and use it to forge my own destiny was underdeveloped. I couldn’t control it enough to direct it to what I wanted. It was weird. My negative thoughts had so much more power. I guess I’d been working on those kind much more than the others.
“I don’t think I can do this,” I confessed in a whisper, dimly aware that I was proving my point by reinforcing my negative thoughts again.
“Just what was that thing you created?” Jareth asked me then, his dark eyes lit with a glint of humor, but there was sympathy in them as well. “It’ll give me nightmares.”
“I was trying to get us all home,” I answered, blinking away sudden tears.
Rafael pulled me close and hugged me hard. “It’s ok, little pixie,” he whispered into my hair.
I just let myself stay there and refused to think about anything except how much I loved Rafael and appreciated the fact that he was there.
“We should rest for bit,” Rafael proposed after a bit.
“Good idea,” Jareth agreed. “She’s getting exhausted.”
Suddenly I was exhausted. And I was getting thirsty. My lips were parched. I felt Jerry stir in my sweatshirt pocket and my heart tugged, hoping he was still hibernating and not suffering from thirst or hunger. Yet. Blondie had said there was nothing for humans to eat or drink here. I wondered if it was true, but I was too afraid to even attempt imagining some sort of water.
“Here,” Jareth said, thrusting a water bottle in my face. He waved to his guitar case that he’d just dropped onto the ground. “I only brought a few, but you might as well drink up.”
It was the best water I’d ever tasted. Cool and refreshing. And after seeing Jerry drink his fill as well, I tucked him back into my sweatshirt. Tightening the water bottle cap, I leaned back against the rock wall to gather my scattered wits and rest, if only for a few moments.
Sitting down next to me, Rafael placed his hand on the back of my neck and gently rubbed my cheek with his thumb. It was relaxing.
With a faraway look in his eyes, Jareth tuned his guitar and absently strummed the strings. Gradually, the soft notes morphed into a song to accompany his voice. I just listened. There was no doubt he was a talented musician. He knew how to embed his emotions into music.
I don’t know how much time passed. One moment, I sat there cradling my head on my knees, taking comfort in Rafael’s presence and listening to Jareth’s music. And the next moment, I woke up with Rafael bending over me.
“No more dreams, little pixie,” he said, his amused gray eyes studying mine.
I stared up at him sleepily.
It took a moment to remember where I was. It took even longer to realize that my dreams were even more dangerous here than my thoughts. I jumped up so quickly that I had to steady myself against the low rock wall.
“What did I do?” I gasped.
“Nothing irrecoverable,” Jareth said. His voice came from high above my head.
I glanced up to see him pacing along the top of the stone wall, his hands locked behind his back. But the wall was much taller than before and part of it had morphed into a replica of Disneyland’s Cinderella Castle. A few feet away there was a puddle of white, melted goo.
I covered my mouth with my hands, vaguely recalling I’d been dreaming about being chased through a castle by an evil Pillsbury Doughboy. I eyed the puddle of white, melted goo again.
“Fortunately, Fae light still has its uses here,” Rafael said with a smile, following my questioning gaze. “You have an interesting mind, little pixie.”
I wasn’t sure interesting was exactly the right word.
Jareth dropped down from the wall, landing lightly on his feet. “Shall we go?” he asked quietly.
We didn’t really speak much after that. And we left quickly, following the ever-growing channel of light through the dark trees surrounding us.
I tried not to think of anything but what I saw in front of me. I had some success, and it made me more observant than usual. It wasn’t long before I could tell something was very wrong with Jareth. It was in the tenseness of his shoulders, the way he walked, and even in the tilt of his head.
Thinking it better to engage in conversation rather than let my thoughts wander, I skipped ahead a few steps to join him, leaving Rafael to bring up the rear.
“What’s bothering you, Jareth?” I asked, picking up his arm to put it around my neck.
He didn’t say anything at first, but finally, in a voice so low I almost didn’t hear it, he answered, “I was made to destroy this place. I’m a weapon, Sydney.”
I frowned. “You’re not under Melody’s control—” I began.
“I’m still a weapon,” he cut me off gruffly. “I’m capable of destroying the Tree of Life, maybe even this place and Earth along with it.” He shrugged in helpless resignation. “Maybe that’s what I’ll do here, after all. It’s what I’ve been created to do.”
I felt horrible. “It’s my fault,” I whispered. “If I hadn’t come here—”
“Neither of you are to blame,” Rafael interrupted us from behind. “I ordered Jareth to bring me here. The fault is mine. And I was the first one to make the wrong Blue-Threaded choice.”
We all stopped walking and just looked at each other.
“So, we’re all responsible,” Jareth said with a bitter curl of his lip. “And our fates have brought us here, just the same.”
I bowed my head. Maybe they’d made mistakes. I hadn’t made my choice yet. The pressure of it all—the sheer weight of it—was becoming too much to bear.
How did Samantha do it? How did she hold onto her dream through it all? How did she persevere through the negativity to create a new reality? I wondered what such powerful thoughts actually looked like.
I guess I’d really managed to marry my heart’s wish with my burning curiosity that time, because we were suddenly caught up in some kind of vortex. It was kind of like those special effects used in movies to illustrate jumping to light speed. The darkness whooshed past us and all at once we were still standing next to the conduit, but on the edge of a magical world, a world of beauty.
It was beyond inspiring just to look at it, a collection of crystal towers sweeping gracefully into the sky, lit with internal golden light. Threads of light ran through each of the stones, depicting different scenes of butterflies, flowers, and birds that—as I watched—detached from the stones to fly or move about on their own.
The entire place was alive.
Windows dotted the structures, and from them I could hear the peaceful sounds of flutes inviting those outside to enter and take rest. A glowing pool of purple light surrounded the entire place like a moat, and though the sky behind the entire structure was still black, it was an exotic, velvety darkness, holding beauty in its own right.
It was a place of serenity and harmony.
A cool wind blew against my face, bringing with it the refreshing, pleasing scent of coffee.
There was no doubt about it. This entire creation belonged to Samantha, her life’s work.
I just stared at it, awestruck.
Jareth gave a low whistle, and as if in a dream, knelt by the purple moat, skimming his hand over its glowing surface.
“Part of me belongs here,” he confessed in a whisper. “Not with the Brotherhood, but here, in this place. It calls to me like a siren’s song.” There was a wild, almost hungry look in his eyes.
I kind of understood what he meant. The place was an inspiration. But it didn’t make me want to stay. It made me want to create a world of my own.
Jareth’s face had turned almost sad, and I moved back to give him his privacy.
And promptly stepped on Rafael’s toes.
As I whirled to apologize, he caught me about the waist, looking at me from under long, black lashes.
I reached up to lock my hands behind his neck and meet his gaze. “Thank you for coming for me,” I whispered, letting my love for him shine in my eyes.
“I will chase you until the end of time, little pixie,” he replied with a small smile teasing his lips. “I will always come for you, no matter what dimension we end up in.”
I knew there was a bunch of negative things to think about. Like the fact that we were trapped here and would likely die of thirst before I figured out what my Blue Thread was all about. But I didn’t want to think about any of that right now. Right now, I had that moment with him. And the only thing I wanted to do was to be happy with him and kiss him.
So I did.
His lips were soft. Warm. And the kiss was timeless. I stayed there, wrapped in a warm cocoon of love and sharing a happiness that exceeded any expectation that I’d ever had of romance.
Finally, our lips parted and I whispered, “I guess I’m learning to live in the now.”
“It’s not a bad thing, is it?” he asked, his smile growing.
I just laughed.
I think I could have stayed there forever. I probably would have.
But then, Jareth lurched to his feet, and then I heard it.
A hollow, wailing sound.
Emerging from the black forest behind us was the Mutant Tulpa.



 
Chapter Twelve – The Forbidden
 
Briefly, I wondered if we could escape and hide in Samantha’s haven just yards behind us, but I knew we’d never make it in time to escape the Mutant Tulpa’s clutches. It hovered in the air, only a few feet away at the edge of the shadowy forest.
This time, there really was nowhere to hide.
The Mutant Tulpa had grown even larger since I’d last seen it. And more powerful. It just hung there, emitting fear and terror that instantly wiped out what fragile progress I’d made in controlling my thoughts. How could I destroy the evil staring right at us, something made from years of accumulated human fear? It was far too strong and powerful for me.
My dread manifested itself as a Tulpa above my head. I heard it pop into existence. It actually shrieked, voicing what I’d felt inside. And as I watched, it left me, pulled as if by some invisible string to the Mutant Tulpa crouching a short distance away like some grotesque oversized tarantula.
The Tulpa my dread had produced was only a few feet away when one of the Mutant Tulpa’s black tentacles snaked out to latch onto it. With a slurping, sucking sound, it swallowed it whole.
I closed my eyes and shuddered.
The Mutant Tulpa was a cannibal, eating even its own kind.
Again, I heard another Tulpa appear above my head. I couldn’t watch this time as the entire process repeated itself.
It was hopeless. We couldn’t escape.
And then I remembered Al drilling survival techniques into my brain.
A person who survives is a person who FIGHTS! ’F’ for First and Foremost, Face your Fear, ‘I’ for Inquire about Injuries, ‘G’ for Get good and warm, ‘H’ for handle Hunger, ‘T’ for treat Thirst, and ‘S’ for Send that Signal of Distress. Fight your fear with logic and never give into it. Take action and move on!
Logic. Take action.
I took a deep wavering breath, and raised my chin, inspired to fight back.
Rafael and Jareth had positioned themselves on either side of me. Their strong faces were determined. Fierce. Absolutely loyal. They stuck with me through thick and thin. I was grateful for their presence and their love warmed my heart.
I faced the Mutant Tulpa once again, but I couldn’t think of a single thing to do. I didn't have an inkling of how to win this encounter.
It chose that moment to expand and reaching out its black, wriggling arms, it emitted a long, low hiss and actually called my name.
“Syyyyyyyydnnneyyyyy,” it whispered in a hideous voice.
I quailed in my shoes. This was it. It really was coming for me this time and I didn’t have the slightest idea of how to defend myself.
It really was going to eat me.
Time slowed down for me then, I guess because I was certain that I really was living my last moments. I wished I could have seen Al, Betty, and the others one last time. I glanced up at Jareth and Rafael, glad they were standing with me to the end.
Looking at Rafael’s handsome face, I suddenly wanted my last conscious moments to be filled with love. I expelled my breath and then I just let everything else go, letting my feelings for him fill me from head to toe.
“That’s it, Sydney,” Jareth cried, jarring my thoughts. A tone of excitement ran through his voice. “It’s love. Love overcomes fear. This isn’t a battle of strength. We can win this thing!”
I opened my eyes, startled.
The Mutant Tulpa had drawn back sharply, reacting as if it had been burnt. It hung there, hissing and spitting like a cobra.
Could it be true? Was the Second Dimension so different a place from Earth that battles here could be won with emotions? The lizards had reacted to the word peace. The Mutant Tulpa was made of fear … could love be its antidote?
There was no doubt that it was inching away from me.
As if from a great distance, I heard Rafael’s words of encouragement, “Think of love. Remember, the many shades of love are a never-ending source of power, far stronger than fear. Fear has no place in the presence of love.”
The many shades of love. He’d told me about that before. Seizing his words, I just started thinking about the people and things that I’d come to love. I’d actually grown fond of quite a few of late, beginning with Jerry snoozing in my sweatshirt pocket, to Al in his garage, Betty, Grace, Ellison, Samantha, and ending with Rafael and Jareth standing by my side.
The Mutant Tulpa began to pant and squeal like a pig.
It was the strangest thing to watch as the golden sparkles above my head began to fly at the screeching Tulpa, joined by butterflies and creeping vines from Samantha’s inspiration towering behind us.
Tendrils of golden, pulsing light formed, tethering the Mutant Tulpa’s tentacles into place as it vainly tried to escape. After each tentacle was secured, the threads began to loop, weaving around the Mutant Tulpa to encase it in a cocoon of light. It didn’t take long before it was fully encapsulated. At first, the cocoon wiggled, but with each additional thread of light, it grew weaker, until finally, with an explosion of golden sparks that lit the night sky like a billion stars, the entire cocoon vanished.
The Mutant Tulpa was no more.
We stood there, waiting in the serene calm that followed and watched the spot where it had disappeared. Behind us, I could still hear the flutes playing in Samantha’s crystal towers.
Finally, I asked, “Is it gone … for good?”
My voice sounded unnaturally loud.
Rafael stirred at my side. “Yes,” he said with conviction. “Its fate ended there.”
I turned on him, ecstatic. As another thrilling thought began to form, I excitedly grabbed onto his arm. But his gray eyes saddened and he shook his head before I could even frame the question.
“I’m sorry, Sydney. That wasn’t your Blue Thread,” he said quickly.
I scowled a little and glanced away. “Of course it wasn’t,” I acknowledged, a trifle bitterly. “It wouldn’t be so easy, would it?”
Both Rafael and Jareth had been forced to face their inner demons with their Blue Threads. I would most likely have to do the same, even though I wasn’t even really sure what my inner demon actually was.
Brushing the thoughts aside, I turned my attention back to the Mutant Tulpa’s demise. It was still kind of hard to believe it had finally met its end through love.
“Well, score one for us,” I said at last. “At least the Lizard People are going to have to start over again. It’ll knock them back a bit.”
Jareth snorted in agreement.
I turned to look at Samantha’s haven once again. “And she helped us, even here,” I said with a smile, recalling how her butterflies and vines had come to our aid.
I just stood there, admiring the beauty of the place. I really didn’t want to leave it, but I knew we had to move soon. My Blue Thread was still in existence and I guess that meant it had to do something with the Lizard People’s puppet strings. That was the only thing I knew to pursue at the moment. Like TopHat had said, I just had to concentrate on the next step. And it didn’t matter that Blondie had said the cords were indestructible. He wasn’t exactly one to be trusted.
Pointing to the channel of light running into the dark forest, I heaved a sigh and said, “Well, let’s get it over with then.”
“Right,” Rafael agreed, but his brows were creased in a worried frown.
“What is it?” I asked, concerned.
He exchanged a glance with Jareth before murmuring, “Nothing.”
I didn’t really believe him, but I didn’t press the matter further. I was sure I wouldn’t like the answer.
Forcing my feet to move away from Samantha’s creation was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. But as I did so, I couldn’t help smiling a little in admiration of her strength of spirit. She’d not only created a haven on Earth with her coffee shop, she’d created an oasis in the Second Dimension as well. And in both places, she’d helped rescue me from the Lizard People’s mad designs. She truly was a powerful being.
We headed towards the cords of light twisting away through the looming dark forest. The trees made me uneasy, so I walked close to the edge of the stream of glowing light, pausing periodically to glance around from time to time.
I noticed Rafael and Jareth were doing the same.
“What is it?” I nervously asked them after a while.
We’d left Samantha’s place behind us and stood in the middle of a black grove of trees. The surrounding shadows seemed different now, more oppressive. Almost evil.
“Maybe we should go—” I began uneasily.
But before I could even finish, the ground beneath us caved in and we sank to our knees in foul-smelling mud. The stench made me gag. Something unholy slithered around my ankles and I screeched.
“What is it?” I gasped in rising hysteria, flailing in the dark, stinking water.
When I didn’t get an answer, I really got scared.
“Rafael! Jareth!” I screamed at the top of my voice.
I sloshed forward in a panic. I couldn’t find my footing in the muck and slipped, getting a mouthful of dark liquid. It tasted worse than it smelled, and I struggled to my feet, coughing and gagging.
Suddenly, Rafael loomed in front of me, reaching down to grab my forearm and bodily lift me out of the swamp and out onto a dry patch of land.
“I didn’t think of this!” I half-sobbed, holding onto his strong arms.
“Hush,” Jareth said, unexpectedly appearing at our sides. “They’re coming after us.”
“They?” I shrieked.
It was dark, but there was enough light from the cords running in the conduit that I could see the scowl illuminated on his face. He pointed to the large dark shadow of what looked like a willow tree hanging over the black swamp water. It was barely visible in the dim light. The long branches were swaying gently as if in the wind, but then one of the branches dropped into the swamp and swam towards us.
As it got closer, I could see it was a sickly pale serpent with gray scales and red eyes that glowed in the dark.
I was far too rattled to even begin trying to direct my thoughts in any useful way that might have stopped it.
“Let’s run!” I yelled.
“This way,” Rafael urged.
His fingers clamped over my wrist and he pulled me towards the light cords, away from the swamp.
The serpents followed. More and more dropped from the tree, slithering through the swamp water to crawl out after us. Our feet made squelching sounds as we ran, the serpents at our heels. Hissing and jumping at us, they were driving us away from the infested marsh and back towards the conduit.
It was terrifying.
Finally, we reached the conduit, and the snakes suddenly disappeared.
We stood there, looking at each other in confusion.
“Let’s go,” I said in a hoarse voice. “They might come back.”
Jareth nodded and we took a step, but then Rafael dropped to one knee by the light cords and lightly skimmed his elegant fingers over them as if he were playing an instrument.
The muscles in his jaw flexed.
“What is it?” I asked hesitantly.
I wanted to leave the place. The serpents might choose any moment to return, and I didn’t want to be there if they did. But as Rafael’s face turned into sharp lines and hard angles of worry, I found my concern over the serpents supplanted with a growing feeling of apprehension.
“What is it?” I repeated more urgently this time. “Is it bad? It kinda … looks bad.”
He was outright scowling. It made me realize that I’d never really seen him scowl before.
Finally, he murmured as if thinking aloud, “The light … it’s corrupted. It carries darkness with it.”
I shivered. I didn’t know what it meant, but it certainly didn’t sound good.
Jareth looked alarmed.
I was about ready to get all upset again, but then I felt myself frown in confusion. I mean, how could the light be pure when it was being manipulated by a dark, oily lizard in order to control a human or Fae a dimension away?
“Isn’t that to be expected?” I asked.
But Rafael wasn’t really paying attention to either of us. He’d separated a strand of light from the others to peer at it closely.
Both Jareth and I moved to squint over his shoulder.
The cord looked like a bright white glow stick filled with light. And the longer I stared at it, the more I could see something dark running through the heart of it. It was black and moved like hordes of tiny evil ants.
“Its core is rotten,” Rafael whispered. “The light itself is ancient, pure … but it’s rotting.”
Jareth’s face hardened with concern. But he wasn’t staring at the light. He was moving swiftly to the dark trees clustered nearby.
“Hey, watch out, Jareth!” I hissed in warning, afraid the serpents would return.
But he wasn’t listening to me.
He reached out to touch one of the trees, but the moment he did, it melted away.
I blinked in surprise, realizing that they weren’t really trees at all. They were twisted shadows, dark shadows so dense they appeared solid.
“What is it?” I gasped.
But Jareth didn’t reply. Words seemed to have left him. He just stood there, very still.
I whirled back to Rafael who was still inspecting the light cord, perplexed. Choking, he stood up in horror, his face turning white in an instant.
“Back!” he commanded us in a gasp. “Run from this place! At once! And don’t look back!”
I turned on my heel, poised to run.
But then Jareth’s dismayed whisper announced, “It’s too late, Rafael.”
I know Rafael told me not to look back, but I did. I mean, Jareth had said it was too late. I followed his gaze to where a shaft of light pierced the inky darkness around us, slicing through it like a laser to melt the shadows. Shaft after shaft peeled the darkness away like curtains to reveal great massive cords of light twisted around each other, cords that came from all directions, streaming into the tree to form a solid pillar of light rising endlessly up into the sky. It was so bright it was hard to see.
“We’ve been walking in the Shadows of Death,” Jareth said in a hoarse whisper.
Dawning comprehension mirrored in our eyes, but by the time I realized what we were seeing, it was too late to do anything about it.
We were standing in front of the Tree of Life.



 
Chapter Thirteen – The Blue Thread
 
We stood there, speechless, staring at the Tree of Life—the pillar of the dimensions. Looking down, I could see it spiraling into an endless chasm of darkness. Looking up, I saw that it stretched for an eternity into the midnight sky above.
I wanted to run away, but it was too late.
There really was nothing we could do. The three of us had already seen the tree, and Rafael had told me before that it only took one look to kill it.
“I don’t understand,” I heard a voice say. I realized a few moments later that the voice had been mine. I continued roughly, “You told me in Avalon that we’d have to think horrifying thoughts to walk through the Shadows of Death before we even reached the tree.”
Yes, I’d been afraid and scared. But I knew I hadn’t thought anything awful enough to destroy the Tree of Life.
But Rafael wasn’t really listening to me. He’d crouched down again next to the cords, his handsome face drawn into a deep frown of concentration.
“These cords give life to the tree,” he mused softly. “They’re like roots, if you will, roots that feed the trunk from this dimension.”
Crossing his arms, Jareth waited for him to continue.
When he didn’t, I prompted, “And?”
Rafael shook his head as if waking from a dream. Rising to his feet, he brushed his blond hair back from his face and looked directly into my eyes.
“The Lizard People have tainted these cords, Sydney,” he announced. “They’ve already barged through the Shadows of Death and this corruption reveals that they used the worst nightmares of humanity to do it. Wars. Atrocities. Human suffering—” He choked then, unable to continue.
I just stared at the cords. I couldn’t speak.
Rafael took a few minutes to just breathe and then continued in a stronger voice. “We’ve been following the path they blazed with evil. The Tree has been dying for some time and it’s near its end. It’s dying … and the other dimensions as well.”
My mouth dropped open.
Jareth’s brows yanked up before he gave a bitter laugh. “Then Melody labored all those years for nothing. She wanted me to destroy the tree, to free us from the other dimensions. But the Lizard People have already done the job for her.”
As I turned to gape at the tree, Rafael replied, “It won’t free the dimensions. It’s going to kill them all. Her plan would never have worked.”
So Earth was already dying?
I shuddered. I had a clear view of the Tree of Life standing before me. Even though it was almost dead, it was still beautiful. It filled me with awe and despair at the same time.
Rafael stepped up close behind me. I could feel his hard chest against my back.
“Our fate lines end with the destruction of the Tree of Life,” he said quietly. “I always thought that meant we would be the ones to destroy it.”
“As did I.” Jareth dropped his voice into a whisper as he joined us.
“We’re here to witness and share its end,” Rafael murmured.
“Share?” I asked then. “I mean, we’re just going to die with it? Is there nothing we can do? What about my Blue Thread?”
They didn’t answer. They didn’t have to. I already knew that saving the tree was something far beyond any of our skills. And as for my Blue Thread. Well, they didn’t know any more about it than I did.
I turned my attention back to the Tree of Life rising before me.
The whole situation was hard to believe.
I felt numb.
As we watched, lightening lanced out of the sky followed by a loud crack of thunder. A large shard detached from the tree’s trunk, turning black as it fell into the endless chasm below. And where the shard had been, dark spots of decay now revealed themselves. Gray and black threads woven deep into the heart of the tree itself.
There was no saving it. It was rotten to the core.
“We can’t win. We never even had a chance.” I choked as I realized the full horror of the situation. “The only way to stop the Lizard People would have been to destroy the Tree of Life—which we can’t do without destroying the dimensions. And it doesn’t even matter. The Tree is already dying. We’re all doomed anyway.”
As I spoke, the light in the stones and cords around us dimmed before sputtering out to leave only big, black slabs of stone.
I’d thought that I’d felt utter despair before but I’d been wrong. The devastation that ran through me was a burden so heavy that I could no longer stand. I fell, gasping, to my knees.
There wasn’t a choice for me to make. The Tree of Life was corrupted.
It and everything else would die.
I really don’t know how long we stood there. It must have been for a long time. I dimly recall hearing more loud cracks of thunder as large chunks of the tree continued to break off.
But then Jerry broke the spell. As a particularly loud boom of thunder rattled around us, he suddenly woke up. Jumping out of my sweatshirt pocket, he leapt straight to the ground and skittered towards the tree trunk, choosing a path that led up a steep incline.
“Jerry!” I screamed, lunging for him.
I almost caught him. I felt his tail slip through my grasping fingers, but he was quicker than lightening, jumping onto the light cords and darting from strand to strand as if he knew exactly where he was going.
I ran after him, not caring that he was headed straight for the disintegrating tree. Jerry was family to me. I could hear Jareth and Rafael calling out, but I didn’t hear what they said. I just kept running, my eyes on the tiny mouse scurrying before me, leading me up and up, closer and closer to the decaying tree.
The ground beneath my feet trembled and shook. From the corner of my eye, I saw that things were escalating dramatically as at least half of the tree fell into oblivion.
As I watched, time slowed to a crawl as a flash of light lashed out to scorch the place where Jerry—just a millisecond before—had been.
I screamed.
The loss wrenched my heart.
I collapsed, and I knew that I would never forgive myself for bringing the first being that I’d ever loved to the Second Dimension—to his death.
I mean, I knew that we were all going to die here, it was only that I’d just not wanted Jerry to die by himself. The thought of him being terrified and alone, freaking out and trying to run home in his last moments was suddenly just more than I could bear.
I gasped and every tear that I’d ever wanted to shed, every tear that I’d refused to let myself shed over the years, streamed down my face.
“Welcome, Sydney,” I heard a familiar voice speak.
Sobbing, I looked up to see TopHat holding out his hand. Reaching down, he lifted me to my feet and wiped my tears away with his thumb. His face was kind, understanding, and he was smiling much the same way Al smiled at me—like a father.
“You are crying. That is good,” he said as if he were proud of me. “Feelings are meant to be felt, not bottled away.”
As he spoke, I suddenly recalled the Coke bottle in the Hall of Mirrors.
I suppose I shouldn’t have been too surprised, but a Coke bottle suddenly rose up from the ground to encapsulate us both. Apparently, my thoughts were powerful here, but I was too distraught to give it much thought.
Bending down, TopHat held his hand close to the ground and said, “Welcome home, my friend.”
To my complete shock, I watched a tiny fluff of fur leap out of a sudden shaft of light and drop into the palm of his hand.
“Jerry!” I screamed in a strangled sort of way. Happy tears mixed with hysterical ones streamed from my eyes.
TopHat rose and kissed Jerry lightly on the head before dropping him into my outstretched hands.
I kissed Jerry’s pink nose and hugged him close.
Looking through the bottle that encapsulated us, I saw that Jareth and Rafael stood on the outside. They were shouting at me, but I couldn’t hear their voices. I could only watch as they pounded on the glass with their fists.
“What is it?” I asked TopHat, turning to him. “What are they saying?”
He didn’t answer me. Instead, he said the words that I was least prepared to hear.
“This is it, Sydney,” his voice echoed in the bottle. “This is your Blue Thread.”
My heart stopped. “What is it? What is it?” I gasped.
I glanced around in all directions before frantically whirling back to him, terrified that he wasn’t going to answer and that he’d just leave me to guess.
But he didn’t. Well, not entirely, anyway.
Clasping his hands behind his back, he began to pace a little, or as much as the bottle permitted. And adopting a sing-song voice, he began to speak like a storyteller. “The day the Tree of Life knew that the Brotherhood of the Snake had pierced the Shadows of Death, it sent a seed out to the dimension beyond. A seed that would wait for the day that it would sprout. This seed wandered through the lands as years passed. And then centuries. And then finally, the day arrived when the seed knew it was time to come home. The seed picked a human. The most ordinary human it could find. A human with no special talent. Just a human that represented the most ordinary of the ordinary.”
I stopped breathing.
I knew then. I knew he meant me.
I felt all color drain from my face as I stared at Jerry, cuddling up in the palm of my hands. He’d told Rafael before that he was a seed. He was a seed of the Tree of Life—a seed that had picked me?
“Why?” I asked with a shuddering sob.
A compassionate look crossed TopHat’s face. “This seed must sprout and give birth to the next Tree of Life, Sydney. And the seed has chosen you to help it.”
“Why me? I’m the most ordinary of the ordinary!” I insisted, hysterically this time. I was shaking so hard that Jerry was jerking up and down in my hands.
Tears blurred my vision. Clutching Jerry tightly in one hand, I wiped my face with the other and rounded on TopHat to demand an explanation.
But he wasn’t there.
He’d gone, leaving me alone in the Coke bottle.
Whirling around, I began to pound on it, searching for Jareth and Rafael on the other side, but the bottle’s glass had grown so thick I couldn’t see out of it very well. I could just see that there was light on one side and a growing darkness on the other.
I stood there in rising panic.
I was trapped. And in more ways than one. I mean, I understood the imagery of the bottle. I’d created it myself when I’d subconsciously acknowledged what TopHat had said—that I had trapped my feelings in a bottle. But I was trapped in other ways, too. I didn’t know what to do next.
“I get it,” I shouted, striking the ever-thickening glass. “I bottled my feelings and I should feel my feelings. I get it. Is that my Blue Thread?”
But the glass didn’t break. It just grew thicker.
Jerry wriggled in my hand, and I looked at him then, part of me unable to believe any of this was really happening.
“Why did you pick me if I’m nothing special?” I asked him.
He just stared at me, twitching his whiskers.
The ground trembled again, and the light outside began to shift away as the darkness rose to consume it.
Fear crept down my neck.
“That’s bad, isn’t it?” I asked Jerry, turning on him again.
I shrieked, nearly dropping him as living threads of light crept around him to form some kind of egg around his tiny furry body. I could see his little black eyes looking at me.
And to my horror, I realized that more than half the egg’s threads were black.
“No!” I cried, dropping to the floor as I tried to peel the threads back to free him.
It didn’t work.
The faster I pushed them out of the way, the faster they replaced themselves.
I gave up with a sob, aware that the darkness outside was marching inexorably on.
“Time’s running out,” I said to no one in particular. “What kind of choice is this? I don’t even know what it is! How am I supposed to help you? Why did you choose me?”
I rose to pound on the glass again, but it was useless. It was just growing thicker. I wondered if Rafael and Jareth were still there, or if the growing darkness had swept them away.
That thought made me collapse back to the floor, more hysterical than ever before.
Jerry moved and I glanced down.
The egg-casing had grown thicker, but I could still see his little dark eyes locked on mine. The expression in them seemed ancient, wise.
“What is it, Jerry?” I sobbed. “What are you trying to tell me?”
And then the last strands of light closed over, obscuring him from view.
I screamed. My knees buckled and I fell to the bottle’s floor. I don’t know how long I stayed there. It could have been seconds. It could have been hours before I realized it was getting really hot. Sweat poured down my forehead.
The darkness outside had almost entirely consumed the light, only a few inches were left to form a beam that illuminated Jerry’s egg at my feet like a flashlight.
The egg didn’t look very healthy. It was gray.
I was obviously failing.
Drawing a deep, shaking breath, I forced myself to concentrate. I had to at least try to understand my Blue Thread before it was too late. I couldn’t just give up before I’d even started.
Al wouldn’t have. At the very least, he would have gotten out his little pocket notebook and documented the facts.
Thinking of Al gave me strength. And trying to mimic what he would do, I analyzed my surroundings.
The Coke bottle had grown much smaller. I couldn’t really maneuver in it myself anymore. Everything had turned black, including my clothes. I was now dressed in the black lace of mourning. I guess it was fitting for the death of the dimensions.
I focused on Jerry’s egg.
“So, you’re some kind of seed trapped in an egg of threads,” I said in a quivering voice. Forcing my thoughts to calm, I recalled TopHat’s last words. “And you picked me to help you. So how do I help a seed?”
I drew a blank.
I knew I couldn’t force it open. I mean, I’d tried and it hadn’t helped. And everyone knew if you forced a seed open, that you’d kill it. People watered and planted seeds, but there was nothing here like soil or water.
As I searched my thoughts for an answer, part of Jerry’s egg-casing turned black. Only a few strands of light spanned it now, or maybe they only reflected the weak light of the beam outside that still managed to penetrate the bottle’s thick glass.
There wasn’t much time left. If the seed sprouted now inside its casing, it would no doubt be a monstrous creation, a twisted tree of fear, darkness, and depression. That was if it sprouted at all.
Looking at the egg, it kind of looked like it was already too late.
Petrified, I jabbed it with my finger.
It didn’t respond.
“Jerry? Jerry?” I shouted. “Jeeerrrrry?” My voice ended in a screech.
There was no response.
It was over.
The egg and the seed within, my Jerry, was dead.
I was so devastated I didn’t really know what to feel. I’d thought things had gotten as horrible as they possibly could, but each passing event had only proved me wrong.
Looking at Jerry’s lifeless form inside the egg of black threads, I picked it up and hugged it as hard as I could.
“I’m so sorry, Jerry. I’m so sorry I’m not good enough. I’m too ordinary. I’m not smart enough to figure this all out,” my voice broke.
Anger filled me.
The entire scenario was unfair. It had been unfair for Rafael. He’d made the choice to protect me and Jareth. He’d used his heritage as Cor’s heir to protect us from the Queens’ fear. How could that have been wrong?
And Jareth. Jareth had walked away from a brotherhood of evil. He’d chosen to bond with his own brother instead.
And me. I’d been told I was the most ordinary of the ordinary and then given the task to help the seed sprout without any hint on how it might be done. It was quite possibly the hardest IQ test ever given to anyone. Right now, I was willing to bet that even Einstein couldn’t figure it out in the allotted time.
It was almost pure black outside, only the thinnest thread of light remained and it was feebly flickering.
The cards were stacked against us. I was beyond furious. But then looking at Jerry’s blackened egg, none of it really mattered.
It was all just too late.
Cradling the lifeless thing to my cheek, I whispered in a cracked voice, “Forgive me, Jerry. I failed. You were the first thing that I ever loved.”
Any light that had remained dimmed, and I was suddenly blanketed by darkness.
But then, the egg in my hands fluttered.
It was so faint at first that I was afraid that I had imagined it. But then it happened again, and I was filled with the tiniest glimmer of hope.
He wasn’t dead yet.
Had he responded to what I’d said? What I’d felt?
I’d told him that I loved him.
Love?
“Love?” I gasped. “Is it love?”
Love had defeated the Mutant Tulpa. Was this a repeat? A version of the same lesson? Could love open the seed? Like Rafael had said, the many shades of love were an unending source of power.
Half-choking on tears, I thought of Betty. “Love, Jerry,” I said. “The love of a mother.”
It didn’t take long. Jerry definitely responded. I felt him kick inside the egg and it filled me with hope.
Al’s face swam across my mind. It broke my heart that I’d never see him again. Through my tears, I whispered, “The love of a father.”
The egg began to glow.
I laughed through my tears. It was working. I was on the right path.
“The many shades of love,” I sobbed, thinking of Rafael. “The love of a lover. Jareth, a brother. Grace, a sister.”
The egg vibrated.
The glass of the Coke bottle had suddenly grown thinner, and I could see out of it again. I was horrified at the darkness surrounding me. It was complete. There was no sign of light. I couldn’t see Rafael or Jareth at all.
Terrified, I turned back to Jerry’s egg.
It was glowing, a tiny candle in the darkness of the vast universe.
But it wasn’t opening.
I could see that the egg’s light strands had formed petals, but they were still tightly shut at the top like they were never going to budge.
I closed my eyes, racking my brain for more types of love.
“Love of a mentor, Samantha,” I cried. “Ellison, the love of a friend. And Maya, a compassionate love. Ajax, Tigger, the love of loyal companions!”
The bottle’s glass was thinner. Jerry’s egg was brighter.
But the petals were tightly sealed shut.
I burst into horrible sobs. I was going to fail. I didn’t know any more loves to be had other than generic ones. “Mrs. Patton. The customers. Neelu,” I rattled off desperately. “The general love of humanity.”
The petals vibrated and opened a crack.
But it wasn’t because Jerry was sprouting.
Already, I could see darkness eating at the edge where the egg had split.
He was dying.
I’d failed.
My eyes were red, almost swollen shut with all of the tears that I’d been shedding almost nonstop. I peered inside the egg to see the tiny mouse crouched there. He looked up at me anxiously.
His pink nose was already turning gray.
“No!” I shrieked.
Jerry stood on his little hind legs, his tiny hand stretched out to me. I leaned forward to kiss him one last time. And then his delicate fingers slipped out of the egg’s crack to touch my nose.
It was a moment of clarity, and I knew.
I just knew.
This was my Blue Thread.
This was my choice, my inner demon.
Everything else had been merely been leading up to this moment, a moment that made me stand in the face of an impossible love. The hardest of loves. A love I didn’t know anything about.
It was a love I didn’t even really understand.
The love of self.
“I can’t feel that. I don’t even really know what that is, Jerry,” I confessed in an uneven voice. “I’m going to fail.”
He just looked at me with his whiskers twitching frantically. He didn’t have much time.
I owed him the attempt. I had to at least try.
I drew a long shaky breath.
I understood the other shades of love and the parts they played in my life. But what did loving myself even mean? I’d always thought that loving myself was … well, selfish.
The ground beneath my feet heaved. I panicked. Was this the beginning of the end?
Jerry’s egg dimmed a little more. His tiny body shuddered, but his ageless and wise eyes were still locked on mine.
I swallowed and valiantly tried again.
“Loving myself,” I said aloud, hoping that it would help me to focus.
I’d never actively tried to love myself. In fact, the Second Dimension had opened my eyes a bit. My negative thoughts were more powerful than my positive ones. I’d had to run away from my dark thoughts here. And I was standing in a Coke bottle now because I habitually never let myself feel anything. And last but not least, I was all but paralyzed into inaction by the constant litany of criticism and self-doubt running through my head.
I didn’t treat anyone else that I loved in my life that badly.
I bowed my head and cringed.
The light in Jerry’s egg—the last spark of light left that I could see in every direction—faded even more.
“I’m doing it again, aren’t I, Jerry?” I asked him in a strangled whisper. “I’m too ordinary for this.”
I was far too unworthy for such a task.
“You picked the wrong human,” I wailed.
The beginnings, the tiniest beginnings of a thought formed in my mind. What if Jerry had picked someone else and they were standing here, facing this same struggle. What would I say to them?
I stood a little straighter and licked my dry lips.
“I’d tell them that they should stop beating themselves up,” I said in a quavering voice and I really meant it. “I’d tell them that they were just as valuable, smart, and worthy of love as anyone else around them. And I’d make sure they knew that being happy and loving yourself isn’t being selfish. It’s actually the only thing that stops you wallowing in negativity and helps you to keep moving forward.”
It all started clicking into place.
It made so much more sense when applied to someone else.
Loving yourself wasn’t selfish.
“Loving yourself means forgiving yourself for the mistakes that you’ve made,” I said, as a sudden jumble of ideas rose within me. “It means you shouldn’t continually relive your failures in your head and drag yourself down.”
I forgave Maya repeatedly. Why didn’t I do the same for myself? I was just as worthy.
Looking at the Coke bottle, I realized that loving myself also meant letting myself really feel my emotions instead of bottling them all away like they weren’t important. I was important and what I felt actually mattered.
Loving myself didn’t mean I was selfish and trying to get my way all the time. It didn’t mean that I was excused from behaving or striving to make myself better. It had nothing to do with that. It meant realizing that I was of value. It meant sticking up for what is right for everyone, including myself.
It was acceptance. It was standing in front of the mirror and not seeing only the imperfections but the many wonderful good things that were there as well.
Slowly, I said, “I do love myself, and that means I accept and forgive myself for the mistakes I’ve made, and from now on I’ll try to focus on the happy things that surround me, because I—we all, have the right to be happy.”
The petals on Jerry’s egg were vibrating.
They fell back as Jerry turned into a star, and the glass Coke bottle shattered.



 
Chapter Fourteen – The Tesla Coil
 
I stumbled out of the broken Coke bottle, falling onto my hands and knees as the darkness fled. The ground around the bottle had cracked away, leaving me stranded on a tall pinnacle of black stone scarcely thirty feet across and surrounded by a deep, bottomless abyss in every direction.
There was no escape.
Rafael and Jareth lay still, just a few yards away. With my heart in my throat, I crawled over to them, but by the time I got there, they’d already begun to stir. I didn’t say anything, I just grabbed their hands and squeezed their fingers as hard as I could. They sat up, clearly confused—who could blame them?
Above our heads, light exploded in a shower of sparks, falling down like fireworks around us. It was so bright I had to squint. Tipping my head back, I could barely catch a glimpse of Jerry’s star still ascending into the dark sky, growing brighter and bigger with each passing second. Beneath my feet, I could see trails of light falling into the darkness below, looking like thin, shimmering waterfalls.
It was so beautiful, it made me cry.
Rafael didn’t speak, he just pulled me close into his strong arms.
“What—” Jareth began.
But he cut himself short as a long dark string dropped in front of us to expand into the Man in the Top Hat.
TopHat stood there, viewing us with paternal pride. “You made the right choices,” he said. “All three of you. Well done.”
We just stared at him.
Finally, I gasped, “What?”
TopHat’s bright eyes lit with amusement. “The answer was always love, Sydney. And all three of you chose love. And as you can see,” he turned, sweeping his hand in a broad gesture to Jerry’s star still shooting into the heavens. “There is no greater power. The new Tree of Life has been born of love. And it will be a tree that can never again be corrupted through fear and hatred.”
As we watched, the light around us began to merge, growing thicker to form the trunk of the new tree.
Rafael rose slowly to his feet, wonder written upon his face. “I thought … that we’d ….”
“Failed,” Jareth supplied for him when he didn’t finish.
TopHat laughed. “Quite the opposite,” he said. “The old tree had to die before it corrupted the dimensions beyond recovery. And the two of you had to be here, to help Sydney truly understand the various shades of love. Rafael, Jareth, the only mistake the two of you made was simply to think you’d made one.”
Both Rafael and Jareth swallowed, stunned.
“And you, Sydney.” TopHat’s smile grew in warmth as he turned his eyes upon me. “Do you see now just how powerful an ordinary human can be? The power of ordinary loved a mouse. That simple act changed the world. It opened your eyes which ultimately gave birth to the new Tree of Life, a tree made of love. Ordinary is capable of quite extraordinary things. Never underestimate the power of a single, most ordinary human. As you see, an ordinary human can truly change the world.”
My heart filled with so much emotion that I couldn’t respond.
I didn’t have to. Everyone understood.
As I looked at the beauty surrounding me, a rainbow of color lit the sky. I couldn’t see Jerry’s star anymore, but the trunk of the tree was expanding rapidly, filling with a light beyond beautiful to see.
The ground beneath us cracked, and we were rocked back by the impact.
TopHat glanced up at the tree and then back at us swiftly.
“It is time for you to go,” he said in a suddenly urgent tone. “The power you have unleashed will soon obliterate this place.”
We stared at him numbly. There really wasn’t any place to go to. We were surrounded by bottomless pits in every direction.
But then, even as I thought it, a white staircase ascended from below, leading out from our pinnacle of rock, across the chasm, and to the lands of the Shadows of Death beyond.
The Man in the Top Hat pointed. “Run, children, run!” he urged as the pinnacle of rock upon which he stood teetered dangerously to one side.
I was going to ask him if he was safe, but he’d already begun to fade away and then Rafael was pulling me down the stairs.
I ran, even though I didn’t really understand why I was running.
I mean, I was still trapped in the Second Dimension without water or food. Jerry was a tree now. Jareth couldn’t shift out because of his lizard DNA. And Rafael couldn’t shift because he was a Fae trapped in the wrong dimension. We were doomed, anyway. So, why run?
But Rafael dragged me along at such a rapid pace that I couldn’t spare the breath to share my thoughts.
Behind us, the light of the new tree grew brighter and brighter, making our shadows smaller and smaller as we hurtled down the white staircase to the ground below. Several times, I tripped, but Rafael was there, yanking me upright and carrying me forward.
The stairs seemed endless.
My muscles were aching and my lungs burning for air as the tree grew even brighter behind us. I could feel the heat of the light on my back, and I could smell smoke in the air.
House-sized chunks of the dead tree began falling around us as the new one rose in all its glory to take its place. It was like running through a war zone. We tripped, sliding down the last steps when a sudden blast from behind overtook us. The force knocked us off our feet, robbing the very air of oxygen as the wind rushed over our heads.
We hugged the ground, gasping for air as light and debris fell around us.
Rafael struggled to his feet.
“Run!” he coughed, grabbing me by the back of the neck as he tried to heave me forward.
In the gathering dust, I could see Jareth attempting to rise, but he was having a hard time breathing too.
I looked behind me.
The new Tree of Life was brighter than the sun and it was still growing, tossing great shelves of rock and huge chunks of the old tree out of its way as if they weighed nothing. I could see a huge tidal wave of debris heading towards us.
We weren’t going to be able to run fast enough to escape it. I didn’t see the point of trying anymore. In fact, none of us did.
Rafael sank to one knee as Jareth crawled over to us and wheezed, “Game over.”
I just squeezed his hand as hard as I could. He did the same.
I looked into Rafael’s gray eyes, letting my eyes speak the volumes of love I had for him before we all turned to watch the tidal wave rumbling towards us.
It was then that we heard him.
Ajax. Ajax barking.
The sound propelled all of us to our feet. We whirled around, looking in all directions, and then I felt it. Some strong invisible force tugging at me. Covering my mouth and nose with my sweatshirt in order to breathe, I grabbed Rafael and Jareth’s hands and let the invisible force guide me.
The force grew stronger with every step, rushing us along as the ground beneath us trembled from the sheer weight of the approaching wave of debris. I didn’t want to get separated from Jareth and Rafael, I held onto them as tightly as I could as the force grew so strong I feared we might be ripped apart.
Ajax’s barking was getting louder.
The ground beneath us was splitting open from the immense force of the arriving tidal wave.
And then I saw it, and there was no mistaking what it was.
It was Al’s Tulpa, a pristine creation of white and blue light in the shape of a multi-faceted star, a thing of beauty and incredible power, yet soft, protective, and inviting. It was a Tulpa of unconditional love. The love of a parent for a child.
TopHat was right. It really was all about love. All of it. Love really was the strongest power of all, even spanning dimensions to protect us.
Al’s Tulpa was pulling us home, and somehow, Ajax was barking through it.
I could only laugh. I’d arrived in the Second Dimension through a Tulpa. And somehow, in his garage with tinfoil-wrapped Snapple bottles and his ghost-hunting equipment, Al had rigged his Tulpa to carry us home.
I felt the ground beneath my feet fall away. I couldn’t hold onto Rafael and Jareth anymore, the current was just too strong, but I knew it didn’t matter. We were safe. I just closed my eyes and let it all go. Opening my arms, I just laughed and let myself enjoy the ride.
I’d expected the return journey to be similar to my last Tulpa-jumping experience, but it wasn’t. This one was like weightlessly floating softly on a cloud.
Ajax’s barking got louder and louder as I drifted down like a feather.
Gravity returned all at once, and I landed facedown on Rafael’s chest. He grunted a little from the sudden impact. I could feel the cold concrete of the garage beneath my feet and the smell of Al’s truck oil.
I was home.
“We made it back,” Rafael murmured into my hair as he lay beside me.
I burrowed my face into his chest and smiled. I felt so good I didn’t want to move.
Ajax’s barking turned into happy yips and then his nose sniffed me carefully as if to be sure I was unharmed.
Laughing, I rolled over and hugged him as he thrust his wet nose directly into my face and graced me with a big doggie kiss full on the lips. His Twinkie-sized tail wiggled so furiously that his entire hindquarters wagged.
“I love you, too,” I whispered into his long, pointed ears.
And then Rafael was reaching down, pulling me to my feet.
Jareth stood a few feet away, shaking his head in disbelief. “You did it, Sydney,” he said softly.
“We all did,” I choked, recalling what TopHat had said. “We all made the right choice.”
We stood there awhile, the three of us, in complete shock and then I heard Al’s voice.
“Bingo!” he boomed. “It worked!”
He was just a few feet away, tall and bald in his army fatigues with his brows furrowed into a trench. I didn’t hesitate. I launched myself at him, unashamedly letting my tears spill down my cheeks. He looked tired and haggard and with stubble on his chin, but he was beaming with paternal pride as he swept me into the biggest bear hug I’d ever received in my life.
I hugged him back as hard as I could. I was going to let myself feel from now on. Starting with Al.
“I love you, Al,” I said, laughing and crying at the same time.
“I love you, too, kiddo,” he replied, crying, too.
The door leading to the kitchen opened and Betty stood there with Grace and Ellison peering over her shoulder. With distracted smiles, they took in the mess.
And then Betty addressed Al with an uncharacteristic sternness. “These explosions are going to have to stop, honey!”
I looked around the garage again, seeing it through her eyes this time.
The garage was in a complete shambles. Bottles of aluminum-foil-wrapped Snapple were strewn everywhere. PVC piping and copper wires hung from the ceiling. Rafael, Jareth, and I were completely covered in white dust. Several inches of it blanketed the floor as well.
And then I noticed a towering, middle-aged man with a full sandy gray-streaked beard and ponytail standing behind Al. He wore metal-rimmed glasses and a bright red Hawaiian shirt under a faded Harley-Davidson jacket. Even though I’d never seen him before, I knew instantly who he was.
Jack.
“I’ll get this cleaned right up, Betty,” Al was saying. He tried to look appropriately apologetic, but he was also rubbing his hands together in glee with a big grin on his face. He was beaming, and he looked anything but sorry.
Betty frowned, and I think she was going to say something, but Al was saved by the oven timer going off in the kitchen.
“The cookies are done,” Betty said then, her frown already disappearing. “The lot of you can’t have any until this … this contraption is safely tossed into the recycle bin.” She pointed to the Snapple bottles lining the walls and waved her hand at the rest of the garage.
Jack stepped up behind Al and bowed. “We’ll take it down right now, little lady,” he promised, obviously trying to ease the situation. His voice was unusually high and soft-spoken for such a big man.
Betty smiled and with a sigh, shooed Grace and Ellison back into the kitchen. Before the door closed, they both popped their heads into the garage and winked at me. I didn’t really know what they meant by it, but I didn’t care. I just winked back.
As soon as they’d gone, Al laughed and slapped his thigh. “It worked, Jack! It brought our kids home! We did it. Those tri-axis meters of yours combined with that Tesla Coil did the job.”
“Yes, we did it, Al,” Jack agreed with a grin, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Using that EMF meter to transmit Ajax was a great idea, too. I’m going to have to try that with my ghost-hunting.”
Fae were popping into existence all around us, and the garage became a hive of activity.
Jack didn’t seem surprised at the Fae arrivals. I took that to mean that he’d already been introduced. He stood by the card table in the corner, carrying on an animated conversation about infrared illuminators, full spectrum cameras, and electromagnetic hotspots with a couple of Fae Protectors. They were clearly interested in his collection of tin cans rigged to a shortwave radio, Al’s Snapple bottles, and my Christmas EMF meter. There wasn’t a Fae light crystal in sight.
I looked at the PVC piping duct-taped to the bottles, amazed that Al and Jack’s invention had projected Ajax’s bark to guide us home and suck us back from the Second Dimension.
Rafael moved behind me, and I glanced back to see a serious expression in his tired, gray eyes.
“What is it?” I asked, reaching up to brush the white dust out of his hair.
The corner of his lip lifted in a rueful smile. “Al’s brilliant. He really did build an inter-dimensional portal in his garage,” he said it loud enough that Al heard.
Al tipped his hat and shot him a quick smile. “I’m just glad you kids are safe,” he said. “It don’t matter who built it.”
Hearing Al say don’t made me realize then that I was really home.
“It’s … really over, isn’t it?” I choked a little, looking up at Rafael.
He just locked his arms around my waist and pulled me into a close embrace, dust and all. “It depends on what you’re speaking about, my little pixie,” he said softly.
There was just enough of a suggestive touch in his tone that I felt myself momentarily grow shy before a flash of concern flooded through me. “You aren’t leaving, are you? You can’t!”
His laugh calmed me at once. “I’m afraid your fate is tied to mine,” he answered. “Though you may have to visit Avalon from time to time.”
We were interrupted by several ceiling tiles crashing to the floor. Al and Brock laughed an apology for startling us before returning to their task of pulling the remaining copper wires from the ceiling. As Jareth guzzled an untampered bottle of Snapple, more Fae arrived to help clean up.
It was then I spied Harmony, standing a few feet away with her blue eyes averted, clearly not wanting to interrupt my intimate moment with Rafael. It made me blush a little as I realized that I’d just been standing there hugging him in front of everyone.
Catching my eyes on her, she quickly looked up and joined us. And after a quick round of hugs, she thrust a bottle of Snapple into my hands. My mouth was dry. I just took it and drank as she popped the top off another and, adding a packet of Equal, gave it to Rafael.
“Heaven’s Bells! We were so worried,” she said then, watching us drink. “We couldn’t reach you. We thought it was the end.”
“It almost was,” Rafael said, shaking his head.
“How long were we gone?” I asked between swallows.
“Almost two weeks,” she answered.
I blinked in surprise. Time clearly ran on a different cadence here than in the Second Dimension.
“What happened?” she asked.
“A lot,” I said. I knew I’d tell them all about it soon, but I couldn’t talk about it much now. It was still a bit overwhelming.
Rafael squeezed my hand. He clearly understood. “In time,” he told her.
Brock and Al walked past us then, hefting large plastic garbage bags over their shoulders, and I saw that the garage was already clean. The Fae had made short work of it. I was suspicious that they’d cheated by shifting half of it away to some other location, but as long as Betty didn’t catch them, it didn’t matter.
“You look terrible, Sydney,” Jareth said, sauntering back to join us with a sliver of a grin.
He looked pretty exhausted himself. In fact, we all did.
“Why don’t you kids go get cleaned up and rest up a bit,” Al suggested, wiping his palms together briskly. “From what Jareth’s told us, we’re not in danger anymore. Time to relax and celebrate. We can learn the details later.”
“Yeah, I guess it’s really over,” I agreed, feeling suddenly drained.
As Rafael guided me towards the kitchen, Jareth fell into step beside us.
“You really did it, Sydney,” he said with a bit of a crooked grin. He reached over and gave me a fierce, one-armed hug.
I hugged him back. “We all did,” I had to say.
“True, of course,” he said, returning to his old obnoxious self. “You couldn’t have done it without me. That much is obvious.”
I just rolled my eyes at him. I knew he was all show. He had a huge soft streak running through him.
“So what now?” I asked, pausing before entering the house. “Are we really just … going to go back to our lives? That’s really it? It’s all over?” I was suddenly worried again that they would disappear off into the sunset and break my heart.
“Only if you were that lucky,” Jareth said with a sarcastic lift of his lip. “I’m going to be stuck here. Someone has to make sure Rafael doesn’t get sloppy and reveal too much.”
“You err,” Rafael responded, but with a gleam of humor in his gray eyes. “It is I who must watch over you. You’re improving, but you have very far to go. I can only hope that one day you’ll rise to meet my standards.”
“Well, I suppose I can stand your presence a bit more now. Now that I’ve corrupted you with sarcasm, you’re tolerable,” Jareth quipped sarcastically. “Barely.”
I smiled at them both. “You know, you guys don’t fool me anymore. You love each other.”
They both arched their brows in exactly the same way.
I just laughed and pushing the door open, stepped into the kitchen and into the welcoming fragrance of homemade chocolate chip cookies.
Exhaustion overtook me after that. I remember sitting at the table—dust and all— and swiping a couple of warm, gooey cookies from the plate, but I don’t remember actually eating them.
The next thing I knew, I woke up in my bed in my own room with the morning sun streaming through the window and Ajax blanketed over my legs. It took me a few minutes to recall the events of the past few days, and I just lay there for a bit, thinking about it all.
As the smell of Al’s coffee wafted into the room, I finally sat up and swung my legs out of bed. I stood there a moment, looking down at Ajax stretched out contentedly on my bed in the ultimate picture of comfort.
“Still trying to sleep, eh?” I teased him, jiggling him a little with my foot. “You’re only conscious for what, three hours a day? How can you possibly be tired?”
He just opened one eye a fraction before revealing a tooth of displeasure.
I laughed and fondly scratched his tummy.
Turning around, my eyes went immediately to Jerry’s empty cage. My heart tugged. I was going to miss him. And it was still hard to believe he was really the new Tree of life, but the fact that I was still covered in white dust stood as a testament that the events I’d experienced hadn’t been merely a dream.
Gathering an armful of clean clothing, I quickly showered, changed, and headed towards the kitchen.
I met Betty and Grace putting on their jackets by the front door.
“Good morning, honey,” Betty greeted me warmly. “We have to hurry. We’re a bit late for Grace’s lacrosse warm-ups.”
“Yeah, you’re coming to the game at two o’clock sharp, right?” Grace asked, picking up her equipment and slinging her lacrosse stick over her shoulder. “Ellison said he’d give you a ride to work afterwards. He’s working the same shift as you.”
I nodded, assuming the Brock-version of me had agreed to all of the plans. I wasn’t going to miss that. It was going to be nice to start living my own life again.
“And I’m not invited?” Jareth’s voice suddenly asked.
We jumped a little, surprised to see him coming in from the kitchen. He was wearing his full rocker’s regalia, and judging from his sarcastic expression, he was refreshed and in a good mood.
“I didn’t see you come in,” Betty said with a smile.
“Oh, please come!” Grace giggled at the same time.
Suddenly, Rafael was there, promising on our behalf, “We’ll see you there, Grace.”
As Grace skipped after Betty towards the truck, I just hung in the doorway for a bit, watching them with a goofy grin on my face and thinking it was nice to be part of their lives once more.
Finally, I closed the door and faced Rafael.
He looked drool-worthy in his long gray trench coat and designer-ripped jeans. I particularly liked his eyeliner-rimmed eyes. Oozing charisma with his white shirt unbuttoned at the collar, he made me feel a little plain in my sweatshirt and faded jeans. But I couldn’t be distracted with such thoughts for long, not when such a fine specimen of male beauty stood before me.
Jareth snorted and rolled his eyes, reminding me that he could still read my thoughts and, blushing a little, I pushed past him into the kitchen.
Jack and Al sat at the table in army fatigues as they ate waffles and drank their coffee. As we entered, they waved for us to join them.
It was a long, interesting conversation. Each of us discussed our Blue Threads, and when it was my turn, I shared most of what had happened but not quite all of the details. While I did tell them that Jerry’s seed had waited to open until I understood the value for self-love, I didn’t share my inner torture over it all. I guess I didn’t really have to. I could see that they all understood.
Afterwards, we spoke for a time about the Tulpas, the new tree, and the fact that the Lizard People were truly imprisoned once again, after all these years. And that it was all, finally, truly over. It took us some time to really grapple with that fact. Or as much as we could. I knew it was going to take much more time to really settle back down to normal.
As early afternoon approached, Jack stood up, announcing he had to leave.
I hugged and thanked him for the last time. Jareth and Rafael both gave him Fae protection runes. He smiled and peered at them through his glasses as if he’d like to take them apart to see how they worked, and I have no doubt that he was going to, the first chance he got.
After the last round of hugs and claps on the back, Jack left, zooming away in one of those curtained Volkswagen vans that I half-expected Scooby Doo to pop out of.
As we returned to the kitchen, I eyed my watch and said, “We should be heading for Grace’s game soon.”
Rafael looked down at me with a smile in his eyes. “Soon,” he agreed. “But first, Jareth and I have something for Al.”
Al looked surprised at that. “Now, what have you boys cooked up?” he asked with a chuckle.
Jareth and Rafael exchanged a glance and then with a wave of a long, elegant finger, Rafael shifted a large cardboard box onto the center of the kitchen floor.
With a graceful bow, he said, “This is someone who is as eager to meet you as you will be to meet him.”
Jareth just laughed.
Al and I both frowned in curiosity, and I moved closer to peer over Al’s shoulder as he opened the box. He caught his breath in surprise, and the line between his brows disappeared in an instant.
It was a red brindle bloodhound puppy and the spitting image of Tigger.
“Aw, no way!” he said in a voice choked with emotion. His bright blue eyes filled with tears as he lifted the yawning tubby ball of fluff out of the box.
“This is Tigger’s great-great-great-great-great grandson,” Rafael explained quietly.
Al looked up at him in surprise. “I didn’t know Tigger had kids,” he said gruffly before adding with a hint of pride in his tone, “The sneaky rascal.”
It was obvious by the look on Al’s face that he’d instantly fallen in love. He kept laughing as he held the puppy, ruffling its fur and saying he was going to be a big ‘ol boy, just like his grandpa.
Al finally stood up, and handing the puppy to me, turned to hold his hand out to Rafael.
But as Rafael reached out to shake it, Al just pulled him into a great big hug instead and with a guffaw of laughter, pounded him on the back.
“This is the best thing. You don’t know how much joy you’ve brought to my heart,” he said, his voice cracking with feeling. He turned and hugged Jareth, too.
Bending down, I set the happy wriggling mass of fur onto his feet and asked Al, “So, what are you going to name him, Al?”
Al rubbed his jaw thoughtfully a moment, and with his firm lip twitching into a grin, he replied, “TiggerToo.”
We all laughed.
And as we watched, TiggerToo turned in circles in front of the refrigerator and gave a long happy puppy-version of a contented sigh.
I turned to Rafael and asked, “Did you tell him to do that?”
Rafael just smiled. “He’s a bloodhound, Sydney. He knows where the hotdogs are.”
Al burst into laughter. After that, he told us he’d meet us later, after he saw TiggerToo settled, and we left them both to head out to the game.
It was a bright day, and an unusually warm one for winter as we crossed the street to Rafael’s Bentley parked in the driveway.
Mrs. Patton stood outside, puffing on a cigarette in her purple housecoat and coke-bottle glasses. I waved at her. And as she waved back, I realized that for the first time, I wasn’t afraid of Mesmers hiding in her yard. Those days were over.
It was a great feeling.
I moved towards the passenger door but at the last second, Rafael maneuvered to block my way and I collided into his hard chest. I could tell by the way he dropped his lashes over his eyes that he’d done it on purpose and I can’t say that I minded in the least.
But then he dangled his keys in front of my nose and said with a dazzling smile, “You’re driving, little pixie. You haven’t been practicing.”
I was about to protest, but then Jareth let out a long groan. So I scowled at him instead and snatched the keys from Rafael’s hand.
“I’m not that bad, Jareth,” I said in my defense, marching to the driver’s seat.
He just made a sour face and slid into the back of the car.
With genuine mirth lighting his expressive eyes, Rafael took his place in the front passenger seat. I clicked my seatbelt and just looked at him for a moment. He seemed more relaxed than usual. Happier. And the way he was looking at me made my heart double in speed.
It was going to be hard to concentrate on driving.
The car started easily and I inched out of the driveway. And as I pressed on the gas pedal, the car leapt in response, zooming us out of the cul-de-sac at such speed that I instinctively slammed the brakes.
This time, Rafael was prepared. He didn’t fly into the windshield like before.
Jareth, however, wasn’t so lucky. As his cheek collided with the back of Rafael’s seat, he let loose a string of unrecognizable words.
“Are you swearing in Fae?” I teased, looking at him in the rearview mirror.
Jareth sent me a dark scowl.
Rafael just grinned.
Smiling a little myself, I took a deep breath and internally vowed to do better. But it was hard. I really was out of practice and the car was way too sensitive. I kept pumping the brakes and lurching forward.
The fifth time Jareth was slammed against Rafael’s seat, he exploded. “I’m getting seasick back here,” he snapped.
In a puff of mist, he was gone.
It was a much more pleasant ride after that. Rafael took his time coaching me. Several times, we pulled over and he snuck in a kiss or two while giving me pointers. When we finally made it to the game, it had already started.
Jareth was lounging on the bleachers next to Betty. He took up three entire rows in a manner that just begged for attention. Since leaving the car, he’d changed into a red-leather jacket, black-studded pants and aviator sunglasses as well as spiking his hair.
With eyes only for Grace, Betty didn’t really pay him much attention. But I think she was the only one in the bleachers paying attention to the game. Everyone else was snapping photos of the rock star on their cellphones.
“She’s gotten to play for two whole minutes so far!” Betty greeted us in excitement as we arrived.
She pointed to where Grace stood on the field. She’d apparently forgotten her jersey and had borrowed someone else’s. Her number was duct-taped over theirs.
“Is two minutes considered long?” Rafael asked pleasantly as we took our seats.
I knew it was a sincere question because he didn’t have a clue about the game of Lacrosse. But everyone else took it as a witty comment on Grace’s playing history.
“I know,” Betty responded with a rueful laugh. “But it’s a record for her. She’s a … fierce player.”
“Yeah, everyone usually scatters when they see her coming,” Ellison said, coming up behind us.
I glanced over my shoulder to see him walking with Harmony, both with their hands in big bags of potato chips.
“These are unusually tasty,” Harmony whispered as she joined us.
“The blueberry muffins are better,” Jareth commented, looking at the chips in disgust from over the top of his sunglasses.
As they began bickering about the different types of human snack food, Rafael slipped his hand over mine and gave it a squeeze.
I smiled and inched closer.
And then one of the players on the opposing team kicked a girl on Grace’s team on the shin. The girl went down. As a few parents charged onto the field to fight with the referee, the offending player snuck towards the girl again.
But Grace cut the opposing player off. In a flash, she grabbed the girl by the back of the jersey and with her lacrosse stick, flipped her over like a pancake. The offender wasn’t harmed, she just stood there, stunned and a bit humiliated as the crowd began to snicker.
The referee rounded up Grace then and the entire affair ended with both the offending player and Grace getting kicked out of the game. But Grace was high-fived by her team members and more than one parent as she knelt on the sidelines, submitting to her punishment.
“She’ll make a good cop,” Ellison said with a laugh.
“Is that what she wants to do?” I asked, surprised.
As Ellison nodded, Betty supplied, “Grace has always been one for justice.” But her comment ended with a small sigh.
The game ended quickly after that, with Grace’s team losing, but they didn’t really seem to mind. They wore their reputation as the worst lacrosse team in the league with pride.
I stood up and stretched.
It was time to go. Promising to see them shortly, I left Rafael and Harmony there to babysit Jareth still splayed out on the bleachers and followed Ellison to his car squeezed next to Betty’s truck.
A few minutes later, Grace and Betty joined us.
“Competitive freakin’ sports,” Grace complained, rolling her eyes.
“Honey, you should let the referee handle it in the future, don’t you think?” Betty asked mildly.
Apparently, they’d been discussing the pancake flip.
“I would have, but he didn’t hear what that girl said,” Grace answered in her defense as she dumped her gear into the truck and pulled her black hair into a tight ponytail. “Sometimes, you just have to stand up for what’s right, Mom. You’ve said that yourself. And I didn’t hurt her. I just surprised her a bit.”
Ellison just grinned and hissed in my ear, “Let’s get to work early before they make us take sides!”
I could only agree. With hurried goodbyes, we left Betty and Grace there still discussing the matter, and hopping into Ellison’s yellow Volkswagen, we zoomed away. We didn’t really talk much, we just listened to music as we zipped through Mercer Island’s streets to Samantha’s coffee shop.
She was in fine form when we arrived.
With reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, Samantha sat at her corner coffee table with her perpetual stack of pastry books. But she wasn’t alone this time. Joining her across the table was a perky, sharp-eyed girl around my age with short brown hair, a slight upturned nose and a laughing pair of wide brown eyes.
The sticker on her red t-shirt read ‘Hello, my name is Megan’.
“She’s been interviewing candidates all day,” one of the baristas whispered as we passed. “And she’s been unhappy. She hasn’t liked a single one of them.”
Megan said something then. I couldn’t hear it.
But we all heard Samantha’s gasp.
“Never use frozen ingredients, Megan!” Samantha nearly choked in shock. “Only the finest quality, freshest ingredients are used here. Everything must be done from the heart. Everything!”
The expression on Samantha’s face was one to strike fear into the hearts of any, but Megan apparently didn’t notice.
Twisting her lips to one side, she met Samantha’s gaze squarely and asked in a curious tone, “But isn’t it cheaper to use frozen raspberries? I bet your customers wouldn’t taste the difference.”
Samantha drew in a long, long breath.
We all just stared at Megan, impressed that she’d actually challenged Samantha.
Apparently, Samantha was impressed, too. Because she looked at Megan as if seeing her for the first time. She nodded crisply and granted, “Cheaper? Maybe. But do you think that money should be the primary concern? No. It is heart first. Money follows. Everything must be done from the heart, from picking up the trash to frothing milk.” She made a grand sweeping gesture with her hand and closing her eyes, took in another deep, inspiring breath.
I just stared at Samantha and smiled.
Heart first. Everything must be done from the heart. I knew firsthand the real power of that. It was no small wonder that Samantha was the most powerful being that Jareth knew.
The coffee shop doors jingled and a pair of familiar voices called from the entrance.
“Innkeeper, a word with you. At once!”
Startled, I whirled to see the Queen of the Light and the Queen of the Dark standing there with their eyes locked on Samantha.



 
Chapter Fifteen – A Pot of Gold
 
Samantha arched a brow at the Queens who were dressed in glittering black-and-white evening gowns, priceless jewels, and avant-garde makeup. They’d apparently gone all out for the occasion. I just wasn’t sure what occasion it was.
I cleared my throat and glanced around for Rafael and Jareth, but they were nowhere to be seen.
Gracing the Queens with a professional smile, Samantha dipped her chin at Megan and said, “When I return, I’ll be interviewing you on the techniques you would use to handle difficult customers. We tend to have quite a few of them here, of late.”
Megan nodded, her brown eyes sparkling in anticipation.
Samantha sent me a brisk smile. “Sydney is an expert in customer relations,” she said.
Samantha's approval felt wonderful. And even though I was apprehensive about the Queens’ sudden appearance, I couldn’t keep from grinning ear-to-ear.
“Please see the ladies seated, Sydney,” Samantha directed, drawing her lips into a thin line.
All eyes watched as I led the Queens to the back—as far away from the other customers as I could possibly get—and drew three chairs up to a table.
Samantha followed as Megan politely maneuvered around the pastry case to watch.
The Queens proudly took their places, straightening their sparkling velvet gowns as a small army of Fae Protectors filed into the coffee shop, among them Raven and Zelphie.
Raven pointedly ignored me as she moved to the gift section and pretended to inspect the coffee cups and various shrink-wrapped items. She clearly didn’t like me. I guess I was ok with that. It wasn’t like we had much in common. But at least we weren’t outright enemies anymore.
I watched apprehensively as Zelphie moved to the pastry case. I wanted Rafael’s mom to like me. Or at least tolerate me. She met my eyes then, and to my surprise, made a point to send me a very warm smile.
I smiled back.
As Samantha arrived at the Queens’ table, both Queens spoke in unison. “We must converse with Sydney. We require only a few minutes of her time. But first, we wish to reward you for all that you’ve done in these times of trouble.”
It was hard to tell what Samantha really thought. She was an expert at masking her emotions. She just nodded her head and graciously replied, “My shop is its own reward, ladies. As for Sydney, I’ll leave you to your privacy then. Her shift doesn’t start for a good half hour or so.”
She moved as if to go, but the Queens held up their hands. “Halt!” they cried.
Samantha’s shoulders stiffened. Slowly, she tilted her head. “And what else might I do for you?”
“We insist that you name your reward,” they replied, giving her an appraising look. “You provided a haven to those we sought to destroy in our arrogance. Had we succeeded, the Earth would have been lost. Your role in saving humanity will not go unnoticed nor unrewarded.”
Slowly, Samantha removed her reading glasses and closed them with a snap, but her voice was as patient as ever. “Jareth has paid me very well for the use of this shop in his video,” she assured with a brief smile.
“We would give you our thanks as well,” the Queens persisted.
“Don’t mention it,” Samantha replied tartly.
They were a little puzzled by that reply and looked at each other in confusion.
I stepped forward, searching for a way to help when the Queen of the Light said, “What do you dream of? What wish could we fulfill?”
Samantha looked me straight in the eye. I could tell her patience was being tried as she turned back to the Queens with the sharp reply, “I’m a practical woman, ladies, not the kind that believes in fairy tales, dreaming of butterflies, and a pot of gold.”
I guess now that I knew that Earth was safe—at least for the moment—I found it easier to relax this time, because I was suddenly struggling with keeping a straight face.
For a brief moment, I could tell the Queens wondered if they should be insulted, but thankfully they decided that their question had been answered instead. “Then as you wish, Innkeeper. Butterflies and a pot of gold.”
I quickly glanced around, half-expecting the butterflies and gold to pop into existence as Samantha marched past me, pretending not to hear their last comments.
But then the Queens turned on me, and I immediately sat down in the empty chair.
They didn’t open their lips. They just spoke in my mind.
“The Power of Love is an amazing thing to witness,” they whispered. “We are humbled by humanity and we are grateful. You have accomplished what we dared not even hope, Sydney.”
I just nodded. I didn’t know what to say. I knew I hadn’t done it alone.
“True,” they silently agreed, following my thoughts.
And then Rafael was there. I hadn’t seen him come in. I wondered if he’d shifted. He’d changed clothing again, looking ridiculously perfect in his designer jeans and white sweater. Moving to stand behind my chair, he leaned down and stole a brief kiss.
I knew it was a statement. He was letting the Fae know that he’d chosen a human. My heart skipped a beat. And I found myself looking at his mother first.
She responded with a reserved, polite smile in his direction that basically said if that is what you want, dear. But the eyes that met mine were laughing a little and her smile widened into an even more welcoming one.
It struck me then that Rafael was more like her than he realized. He’d told me once that he didn’t have a real family, that his mother saw him as a duty to the bloodline and nothing more. I knew then that he was wrong.
Relaxing a little, I turned back to the Queens, but their icy expressions caught me off guard. I guess after everything that had happened, I hadn’t really expected their resistance or displeasure. But this time, I was wrong.
Keeping his hands on my shoulders, Rafael dipped his head in a respectful bow and murmured in a neutral tone, “It is an unexpected pleasure to see you here, Your Majesties.”
They hesitated a moment before replying just as quietly, “You have walked the path of your destiny, Rafael, and you have dared to dance the most treacherous dance of fate. You have proven yourself worthy, Cor’s heir. Forgive us for having doubted you.”
He locked gazes with the Queen of the Light.
They were silent for quite some time. I knew they were talking in their heads.
Suddenly, Rafael’s expressive brows arched in surprise and every Fae in the shop looked at the Queens, clearly surprised.
I wanted to ask them what the big secret was.
But then Rafael said, “I thank you for the thought, but I’m not going back with you. I’m home. My fate is woven with humanity.”
The Queens were clearly peeved with that response.
I really don’t know what would have happened next if Jareth hadn’t chosen that moment to swagger into the shop, still wearing his bright red-leather jacket and sunglasses.
“Good evening, Jareth,” Samantha greeted from her table.
He paused a moment to blow her a kiss. “I love you, dragon.”
Samantha bristled, but she couldn’t hide the tell-tale crinkle around her eyes. She had a soft spot for Jareth. And after all was said and done, I couldn’t blame her. Who didn’t?
“I’ll not have my shop turned upside down for your amusement,” she warned primly. “Don’t think you can sweet-talk me into it.”
“I’m not even trying,” he laughed outright, bowing with a flourish.
“Difficult customers come in all kinds,” Samantha said in a firm, decisive tone as she turned back to Megan still sitting across from her.
“Difficult?” Jareth repeated in mock outrage. Detouring to their table instead, he looked at Megan and slowly took off his sunglasses to ask in a heart-melting voice, “Do you know who I am?”
Megan didn’t look particularly impressed as she replied, “Yes.”
He waited. When she didn’t respond, he encouraged, “And?”
Megan just blinked. “And what?” she asked in almost the same prim tone that Samantha commonly used.
Jareth looked a little taken aback, but he recovered quickly. “Do you think I’m difficult?” he asked in a voice as smooth as butter.
“You seem harmless but a bit self-absorbed,” she replied without missing a beat. “No offense.”
Samantha gave Megan a look that I knew meant that she was immediately hired.
Jareth’s dark eyes widened in shock. He wasn’t used to girls challenging him. And as he looked deeper at Megan, I found myself doing the same. There was something unusual about her.
But then the Queens rose to their feet and beckoned for Rafael to follow them. “A word, in private, if you will?”
With a gracious incline of his head, Rafael promised me that he would soon return and followed them out of the shop, along with the Fae Protectors, and Raven and Zelphie as well.
I still had some time before I had to work, but I was about to get up all the same when Jareth strolled over to join me.
“Who is she?” he asked as he sat down, taking the seat opposite of me. He cast several irritated looks in Megan’s direction.
“I’m pretty sure she’s going to work here,” I said with a smile. “I bet she’ll take good care of you.”
He drew his dark brows into a scowl. “I’m not so sure,” he said, a little absently. “I find her quite irritating.”
“Are you sure it isn’t love at first sight?” I teased.
He glared at me outright, but then something above my head caught his attention and he checked himself, looking a little startled.
“What is it?” I asked uneasily.
Was my Blue Thread back? Or … did I have another one?
Jareth rolled his eyes and slapped his palm flat on the table. “Don’t be ridiculous, Sydney.”
He glanced out of the large plate glass window, and I followed his gaze to where Rafael stood on the sidewalk, still speaking to the Queens. I couldn’t help but notice how handsome he looked.
Jareth snorted. “The Queens are far from pleased,” he offered.
I’d figured that much out myself. “Why?” I pressed. “What’s this all about?”
I didn’t think he was going to answer me. He took his sweet time. But then, it was Jareth and he liked playing with people just for his own twisted amusement.
“The Queens have chosen their successor,” he offered in a lazy drawl. He nodded his chin in Rafael’s direction. “It appears their successor isn’t too pleased with their choice.”
My heart leapt into my throat. “Rafael? King?”
I gripped the edge of the table.
“Oh, it’s not his fate to be king, Sydney,” Jareth inserted, adopting a snide air of superiority.
I expelled a breath of relief, but it only lasted about two seconds.
“His daughter is fated to rule Avalon,” Jareth continued blithely, pulling out his coin to flip it through his fingers.
I gulped as a wave of depression rose to engulf me. Rafael’s daughter? The Queen of Avalon? Was he going to marry Raven after all?
“Oh, what are you weeping over?” Jareth snapped impatiently.
I rapidly blinked my tears away. I didn’t want to answer him. Not when I really didn’t have to. I knew very well he could still read my mind.
“Quit sniveling, Sydney,” Jareth growled then. “You always leap to conclusions.”
“You said—” I began in a gruff, accusing tone.
Jareth rolled his eyes. “I didn’t say his daughter was a Pureblood, did I?”
I held still.
“Oh, she’s going to be an interesting little beastie with her father being a famous Pureblood and her mother …,” he let his voice drift off before he leaned over the table to add in a whisper, “Let’s just say that her mother is human with a bit of a thick head at the moment.”
I just stared at him. And then blushed scarlet.
Of course, Rafael chose that moment to return and I blushed even more.
Jareth snorted. He was clearly laughing at my expense.
“What is it?” Rafael asked in a curious tone.
I grabbed his hand and gave it a good, hard shake. “Promise me that you’ll never read my fate,” I said. “Not any more. I don’t want you looking at my future.”
“We can’t have an unfair advantage here now, can we?” Jareth murmured in a not-so-innocent tone.
I just glared at him before turning back to Rafael and searching his gray eyes.
“I promise,” he said, lifting his lip in a charismatic smile.
I stared at him, feeling more nervous by the second. He was a fairy, from a different dimension, and to top it all off, a member of royalty as well. Did I really know what I was doing?
Reaching over, he tweaked my nose. "Where has your mind gone, little pixie?"
“We’re … so different,” I began, panicking a little at where my words might lead.
“And you just noticed?” Jareth interrupted with a sarcastic smirk.
It felt good to turn on Jareth and snap, “This really isn’t your conversation.”
I almost apologized. I hadn’t intended to be that harsh, but Jareth reached across the table and patted my hand. For a brief moment, his dark eyes were so sympathetic that I almost cried before his shield of obnoxiousness descended once more, and he rose to his feet to ask in a mock, wounded tone, “Are you trying to get rid of me?”
“Yes,” both Rafael and I said at the same time, but this time, I smiled a little.
With a belligerent yawn, he stalked away, returning to pester Samantha and Megan. And as I saw him slouch against the wall behind Megan’s chair to make sarcastic comments, I had the distinct feeling that it was where he truly wanted to be, anyway.
But then Rafael was gently guiding my chin, forcing my gaze to meet his. Leaning down, he kissed me lightly on the nose before looping an arm around my shoulders.
“Let’s just be clear and get this over with once and for all, Sydney. I’m not going anywhere,” he said in a low, soft voice. “I’ve learned to live, to long for the future, to love, and to dream because of you. I’m never letting you go.”
I smiled, allowing myself to be swept away. For the moment, anyway. “And I’ve learned to cherish the now,” I replied.
“We were meant for each other,” he said. “And I don’t care what the Queens think I should do, I’m staying here, Sydney. Here, with you.”
He tilted my chin back with a long finger and, bending down, lightly brushed his lips against mine. He surprised me by sliding his arms beneath my knees and, lifting me up, lightly set me down on my feet.
“Your shift is starting,” he said, his chest reverberating in laughter. “I don’t want Samantha upset with me. We can speak more later on this matter, if you wish.”
I could listen to his soft, lyrical voice forever. I just stood there in his arms. He always made me feel comfortable. And even when I was freaking out or upset, it only took him a few minutes to calm me down again, to make me feel safe.
“I love you,” I said with all of my heart.
“And I you, little pixie,” his whispered, claiming my lips in a gentle, lingering kiss.
Slowly, we parted, and then giving my hand another squeeze, he turned on his heel to rescue Samantha and Megan from Jareth as I joined Ellison in the back of the shop to wash dishes.
Samantha arrived a few minutes later with her arms filled with notebooks.
“I think that Megan has potential,” she announced, sitting down at her desk. “She’s got a way—”
When she didn’t finish the sentence, Ellison and I glanced over to see her leaning back in her chair with her head tilted at an odd angle. Pointing to a ribbon of smoke curling out from under the storage room door, she asked flatly. “What’s that? Are you kids burning something in there?”
We all lunged for the door at once, but before we’d even opened it, I realized that it wasn’t smoke.
It was mist.
And as Samantha yanked the door open, I was somewhat prepared for what I saw, or at least I knew I was going to see something outlandish.
The storage room was filled with butterflies, hundreds of them. Big, golden butterflies fluttering over a large, black kettle.
I grinned, knowing immediately what it was.
The Queens had sent Samantha her pot of gold.
I’ll never forget the look on Samantha’s face. She was absolutely flabbergasted. She just stood there with her arms folded, staring for quite some time before she regained her self-possession enough to say, “Well then.”
She didn’t ask us how the butterflies got there. She didn’t even look in the black kettle. In fact, she just whirled on her heel, gathered her coat, keys, and pastry books and walked out the back door.
And she never spoke of it again. Not then, or the day after, or in the weeks that followed.
* * *
The time flew by, and I was happy.
I can’t say that I was an expert at really understanding and loving myself, but I was improving. I was on a journey, learning to accept myself, and I was content to make more progress each day.
And every day I trudged up the hill to Issaquah Catholic, I saw Pascal’s quote: Man’s greatness lies in his power of thought. There was so much truth in that statement. I wondered if Pascal himself had understood just how powerful those words were. Thoughts were the beginning of everything. And I knew now how powerful a single thought could be. I’d witnessed it with my own eyes.
My grades improved. Rafael helped me study—well, we studied most of the time, anyway— and by the time spring arrived, I’d improved my GPA enough to get into Issaquah Community College.
Maya was still in Denver. I had no interest in joining her. My life was in Washington now, and I could only hope that someday Maya would be as fortunate to find true love as I had been.
TiggerToo was fast-growing into the awkward gangly puppy stage. He never left Al’s side. The two of them were inseparable. And every night after dinner, Grace and I had fun feeding hotdogs to TiggerToo behind Betty’s back. He was still young. We knew he wouldn’t get fat, not yet anyway.
I’d been officially dating Rafael for several months now, and he’d given me his intricately woven Celtic ring as a symbol of his love. I wore it on a chain around my neck. He’d really enrolled in the University of Washington this time to study medicine and had arranged his schedule so that he’d be home in time enough to give me a ride to work right after school.
I still didn’t have my driver’s license, but I was close.
After quite a bit of prodding, Jareth had finally convinced Al to sing with him at Madison Square Gardens. They’d been practicing in secret for weeks.
I glanced at my watch. They’d be singing soon, and I didn’t want to miss it. Rafael had promised to shift me over to the concert real quick before work, long enough to hear their song.
Arriving home from school, I quickly fed Betty’s chickens clucking and scratching in the backyard, shouldered my backpack, and then ran out front to slip into Rafael’s waiting Bentley.
“It’s Al’s big night tonight,” I said, excitedly.
Rafael just smiled and, reaching over, cupped my chin in his hand and leaned in to give me a long, slow kiss.
I could stare at his eyeliner-ringed gray eyes and midnight lashes forever. He was the essence of masculine beauty—angular lines and sculpted planes of muscular hardness—but above all, I loved the bare emotion in his gaze. He didn’t mind showing his feelings for me.
“I know, little pixie,” he murmured, moving to kiss me again.
“You shouldn’t really kiss when you drive,” Jareth suddenly complained from the back seat.
I jerked back to see him sitting there in full rocker regalia, surrounded by a cloud of mist.
“I’m not,” Rafael replied calmly. “We haven’t left the driveway yet.”
“What are you doing here?” I gasped.
“I needed a break,” Jareth replied with a bored yawn.
“But what about Al’s big song?” I asked, outraged. He’d been preparing his voice for weeks, singing opera in the shower, the kitchen and as he tinkered in the garage with TiggerToo howling along at his side.
“Oh, I wouldn’t miss that, and it’s not for another twenty minutes,” Jareth replied. He waved his hand at my phone and of its own accord, it started displaying his concert on my small screen. “I just needed a break from those girls. They give me a headache. I figured we could all shift back together.”
I looked at the sea of faces on the screen and then grinned back at him. I guess I couldn’t blame him. The girls were really shrieking.
“You never know,” I said, “One of those girls might be your true love.”
He really rolled his eyes at that one. “Not likely.”
As Rafael backed out of the driveway, I watched the Madison Square Garden concert as the perfect double of Jareth strutted around the stage. Twisting on one foot, he let his hair fall over to cover his face. It drove the audience crazy. Their screaming doubled.
“Who is that?” I asked, pointing to the mini-Jareth on my phone.
Jareth shrugged nonchalantly. “Brock wanted to try it out tonight.”
As the Brock-version of Jareth began to sing, the crowd joined in.
I stared at my phone for a few minutes before teasing, “He sounds just like you. You better watch out or he just might take your place.”
We all knew that was impossible. There was only one guy in the world who could pull off Jareth’s charming brand of obnoxiousness.
“Nobody can sound like me,” he snorted, rolling his eyes. “He’s lip-syncing. And he’s not even executing my moves like I taught him,” he added with a huff.
Rafael just grinned.
“You better hope you don’t get caught,” I said with a laugh.
“Don’t be ridiculous, everyone lip-syncs,” he retorted, strangely out-of-sorts.
Frowning, I asked him, “Are you ok?”
“Of course I’m ok,” he snapped, sounding anything but.
In the past few months, Jareth’s popularity had skyrocketed. His Madison Square Garden concert had sold out in seven minutes. He’d been busy, writing new songs and recording a new album, but I exchanged a glance with Rafael.
“Is he ok?” I silently mouthed my question.
Rafael just arched a brow and glanced at his younger brother in the rearview mirror, but Jareth didn’t really say anything after that.
I continued to watch the concert, and as the screaming hordes of girls turned into a high-pitched frenzy that made me worry they’d crack the windshield, we finally pulled up behind Samantha’s coffee shop.
I moved to get out just as the back door opened and Megan appeared with a bag of trash. I’d gotten to know her quite well in the past few weeks. She was bright, funny, and sharp. And exactly the kind to notice Jareth sitting in the back of the car at the exact same time he sang at his concert in Madison Square Gardens.
“Don’t let her see you,” I warned, hissing over my shoulder.
He glanced out the window and scooted down at once, growling, “That one’s a mini-Samantha.”
That made me pause. Rafael, too. We exchanged a startled look.
His grumpiness kind of made sense.
Playfully, I turned on Jareth. “A mini-Samantha?” I repeated. “Aren’t you always telling Samantha that you love her?”
He glared at me, and the next instant, shifted away.
“That hit a little too close to the heart,” Rafael murmured in amused tones.
He parked the car and we waited until the coast was clear before shifting after Jareth to the concert.
The song had finished as we arrived back stage and met Brock just as he was walking off. But we didn’t even have time to say anything because the lights went out all at once.
I could hear the audience screaming and then the ground vibrated in a deep rumble as voices echoed throughout the arena. Smoke began pouring out from all directions and then fireworks exploded as Jareth walked onto the stage, holding his arms open wide.
The crowd went wild.
He was terribly fascinating to watch, captivating the entire audience with a single word as he began to sing. It was a new song, and a catchy one. Hopping off the stage, he strutted behind his security crew, balancing himself on the barrier just inches away from the many hands stretching out to touch him. Several times, he reached over and tickled the fingers of a few of the lucky girls.
They promptly fainted.
Finally, the song was over and an old-fashioned grand piano descended from the ceiling as Jareth welcomed Al.
The crowd kept screaming.
Al beamed. He looked fine in his black tuxedo as he took his place next to the piano, and as Jareth jumped on top of it, they began to sing the words:
 
Love is an uncontainable and marvelous mystery,
It has its own price—if it’s caged it morphs into misery.
 
Their voices were incredible together, my throat swelled. I leaned my head against Rafael’s shoulder and listened.
 
Love is the strongest force as long as it is free,
When you find it in your heart, there is no limit to what we can be
 
The melody was haunting. There was no doubt it was going to be a hit. When I heard the chorus, I thought my heart would burst.
 
There are many shades of love
Love is the only thing that I know
There are many shades of love
The more you give the more it grows
 
There were more verses, but I was too touched to hear it anymore. I could only recall the past events and how much I’d learned of love and its many shades.
Al looked so happy, singing with Jareth who strutted back and forth on top of the piano. He really was talented, lizard DNA or no, and his song touched my heart.
The thunderous applause broke into my reverie and Rafael and I were clapping hard along with everyone else.
After a while, Al and Jareth joined us and we congratulated them, hugging and laughing with excitement. It was intermission. I stayed as long as I could to chat, but soon I had to go back to work.
“One thing before you go, Sydney,” Jareth said with a gleam in his eye. “I’ve been keeping this. I don’t think you’ll destroy it now.”
I raised a curious brow.
He held out his hand and in a puff of mist a photograph appeared. I recognized it as the signed photograph of himself that he’d given to me for my birthday. I laughed and reached for it, but he held it up high over his head.
“Hey, I’ve already told you that I loved you,” I protested. “I admit it. I do love you.”
“Oh, I know,” he said, bending down to plant his face inches from mine. “I just want you to know that I love you as well, little sister.”
We just stared at each other, grinning.
Snatching the picture, I turned to hug Al. He was smiling broadly, having just lived one of his dreams.
“You were right, Al,” I said. “About so many things. But you’re a living example of someone who goes after their dreams.”
I could still hear his voice: there’s nothing you can’t do if you set your mind to it. Go make your dreams come true. You can fly to the moon and beyond!
He was a good example in so many ways.
With promises to see him home soon, I let Rafael shift me away. I had to hurry. I didn’t want to be late for work.
The afternoon passed in a blur. We were really busy and Samantha kept us hopping. I was a barista now, and I could create butterflies on latte foam in a way that made even Samantha smile.
It was a little later than usual before I finally got to sit down for my dinner break. Rafael was waiting for me, drinking his hot chocolate and idly turning the pages of his textbook. He didn’t even really need to study. He already knew all of the material, but he did find some of the human conclusions and concepts amusing. It was his goal to help human medicine advance once he’d attained his Earthly credentials and established the right contacts to help his cause.
He looked up and smiled as I joined him with my tuna sandwich and mug of tea, and as I sat down, he hooked his boot on my bottom chair rung and pulled me forward until our knees touched.
I smiled, and still thinking of the concert, I said, “That song was beautiful.”
“Jareth is talented,” he agreed with a hint of pride for his brother in his voice.
I laughed a little, recalling the days when they’d detested each other—or at least had appeared to anyway.
With a sigh, I reached into my backpack for a pen. I was studying for a math test, my worst subject. It wasn’t exactly the way I preferred to spend my break.
My fingers brushed against a cool, metallic pen, and I pulled it out.
My brows lifted in surprise.
It was Cor’s silver pen, the pen Rafael had given to me in Avalon. I had left it in my dresser drawer and I hadn’t seen it in weeks. I stared at the exquisitely carved Celtic symbols and the blue sapphire-embedded tip. It was glowing.
Following my gaze, Rafael smiled and said, “Ah! The pen has something it wants you to write. Perhaps it wants you to write what happened.”
“Write it?” I asked, just staring at the sparkling pen in my hands. “I wouldn’t know what to say. No one would believe that it had all happened.”
Where would I even start?
I knew the Lizard People were still out there, looking for ways to torture us, but how could I tell people about them and the Mesmers? How could I warn humanity not to play into their hands and make them stronger? And above all, that they didn’t have to live in so much fear?
I drew my brows together in thought.
While I was at it, how could I tell people that their thoughts held so much power? How could words show anyone that ordinary was extraordinary after all? Ordinary people had saved the world, not the Einsteins, the celebrities, or the elected politicians. No, the world had been saved by people and animals like Al, Jack, and Tigger.
I tapped my fingers on the table and took a sip of tea.
I wish I could tell people that if someone like me had learned that I could accomplish so much, then the world was an exceedingly wonderful place. Humans could dream and accomplish anything as long as they stuck with it and didn’t give up. In the past, I’d always looked at my ordinary-self as if ordinary were a bad thing. I didn’t anymore.
I smiled wistfully and repeated, “No one would ever believe me.”
Rafael reached over and tweaked my nose. “Then make it a story. What is it that you humans say? Oh yes, change the names to protect the innocent.”
“Or not so innocent,” I teased.
I held still, his idea catching hold.
“People would read it if they thought it was a story,” I said, a little excited. “I could write the truth. At least they’d read it, even if they were left wondering just how much really had happened. Maybe it would make them think?”
Rafael just nodded.
I looked at him and grinned. “And you’d make such a great character in a story. Jareth would, too.”
“I was thinking Al would be quite popular,” Rafael said with a chuckle.
But I wasn’t listening to him anymore.
Grabbing my math notebook, I began flipping the pages to find a fresh page.
I’d write this story and I’d win, page by page. I’d wake people up to the fact they didn’t have to fear, that there were so many shades of love, that they were supposed to love themselves, and that their thoughts were so powerful that they could create and save worlds.
Taking a deep breath, I wondered where I should start, and then with the inkling of an idea, I began to write the beginning lines of my story:
 
I flipped my cell phone shut.

I’d just told Maya, my mother, goodbye.

Again.

It was her fifth stint in rehab. I felt sorry for her. I knew she tried her best.

The social worker sent me a sympathetic smile as she zipped along Mercer Island Parkway …

 
 
The End
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