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May you always see what your heart desires.





Chapter One


With her head in her hand, Aideen walked across a floor, tacky with spilled beer and whiskey. Jimmy handed her an ice pack as she sat down at the bar in front of a half-finished bourbon. She propped her elbow on the cracked varnish and pressed the ice pack to her head.
“I can’t believe he’d hit a girl,” she slurred, but not enough to obscure her faint Boston accent.
“A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be gettin’ into fights,” Jimmy growled in an accent as thick as the black fur on his arms. “Much less startin’ ‘em.”
“It’s not my fault.” Aideen peered up at him without lifting her head. “Bar fights are attracted to me.”
Jimmy took her glass.
“You don’t think all your drinkin’ has anythin’ to do with it?”
“I keep this bar in business.” She sat up straight to puff out her chest. Her head swam, and she sank back into the ice pack. “The last owner always said so.”
“You won’t if you keep gettin’ into fights.”
“But Jimmy, I’m your prizefighter.” She flexed her arm and wobbled on the stool.
Jimmy chuckled, then cleared his throat. Aideen had never seen him so amused.
“Nobody wants to come drinkin’ at a place where the nightly entertainment is you gettin’ your ass kicked.”
What did he know? He’d only bought the bar seven or eight months ago. Aideen’s been a regular much longer than that. This was her second home.
“Seems full. A typical Friday night.”
“That’s ‘cos you’re so drunk, you’re seein’ double.” Jimmy skirted the bar sticking out from the back wall like Cape Cod. He flung his arm around Aideen’s shoulders and steered her through the round tables scattered across the floor like the Islands.
“You gotta go.” He shoved her toward the back door.
“I’m sorry, Jimmy. You know I don’t mean to get in trouble.”
Jimmy opened the door and glared at her.
“I promise I’ll do better. I don’t want to hurt your business, Jimmy. Just let me finish my drink, and I promise I’ll go.”
Jimmy sneered as he steered her into the dark alley.
“I don’t wanna see your sorry face around here no more tonight.”
“But I didn’t finish my drink.”
“Take this and go.” Jimmy held out a nip bottle.
Aideen looked at the bottle, then at Jimmy. His features softened. That didn’t ease Aideen’s mind, though. Her ex had a beagle that would gaze at him innocently, then look away as if trying to divert his attention. Her ex knew from that look the dog had gotten into trouble.
That’s what Jimmy’s expression now reminded Aideen of. What kind of trouble was he trying to distract her from? One more nip wouldn’t do her any harm. Maybe he felt bad for kicking her out before she got to finish her drink inside? Taking the nip, she thanked him. His expression hardened.
We wouldn’t want anyone to know ol’ Jimmy was a softy, right?
“Ice pack.” Jimmy kept his hand outstretched.
Aideen slapped the ice pack into his hand.
“Go home and take a good look at yourself in the mirror. Know that you are alone. And remember that, whatever happens, you brought this on yourself.”
Jimmy went back inside, letting the door slam behind him.
“Screw you, too, Jimmy.”
She wasn’t even sure what he meant by all that, but it was rude to have said it. “What does he know?”
Aideen looked down at the tiny bottle. The label had weird, loopy scrawls across a picture of a bird-creature with empty eyes and a bald, wrinkled face. Aideen shuddered. Some foreign brand, although she thought she’d seen them all. She drank the nip and tossed the bottle aside before looking at the door one last time. Jimmy would have poured her bourbon down the drain as soon as he got back to the bar, so there was no point in sneaking back in. That drink was long gone.
“I guess I’ve had enough, anyway.”
Besides, Jimmy was pretty pissed at her right now. She’d let him cool off a bit before she returned.
Tomorrow is a new day.
Aideen slowly staggered home. She paused now and then to consider the architecture of the old Victorian houses, long since converted into condos. Forget the Painted Ladies. To Aideen, there was no sight more stunning than these row houses. Each had a different color scheme: subdued, earthy tones on this one, cotton candy pinks on the next . . .
Aideen stopped and swayed in front of her favorite: an azure with white trim, and plum door and shutters. The slate-gray mansard roof and rusticated ground level gave it a bit of class. The wrought iron fencing and railing provided the intricate detail from the turn of the century. Well, the previous century.
She may have been biased, though. The paint scheme had been her idea. She’d also been the one to score the reclaimed wrought iron (so they didn’t have to settle for steel). It made the home more authentic. She would love to see more detail on the transom over the front door, but the owner wouldn’t listen to her now. Not since they broke up.
Sure, Aideen had made some mistakes. But had she really screwed up so much that he was willing to cut ties with the love of his life? Wasn’t she the love of his life? She sure felt he was hers. At first, anyway. She tried to remember the last time she felt head-over-heels for him. Or anyone, for that matter. She couldn’t.
Can’t change the past. I just hope that someday, he’ll talk to me again.
WHEN SHE REACHED HER little, gray Cape with the picket fence around the front yard, she thanked her guardian angel (or whoever) she’d forgotten to shut the gate behind her this morning. As she studied the simple latch, its pieces danced and swam until they were turned around like shuffled puzzle pieces, waiting for someone to turn them right-side up. She blinked and pushed through the gate.
The tangle of weeds serving as a garden along the front path greeted her. A lone tiger lily, which would have burned orange against the overgrown greenery in the daylight, stood defiant among its dead sisters. How did watering and weeding always seem to slip Aideen’s mind?
“Fight on.” She raised a fist to the flower. It nodded at Aideen.
Idiot. Flowers can’t nod.
A breeze or a small animal crawling through the undergrowth could have jostled the flower. She considered throwing something, but what? She had her keys, but she needed those to get inside. And her phone cost a fortune, so forget that. She staggered up the cracked concrete steps to her flaking front door. One of these days, she’d paint that.
Inside, she stumbled to the coat closet under the stairs and pulled open the louvered door. She rummaged through the coats hanging inside, reaching into an inner pocket of her favorite pea coat to pull out one of her emergency bottles of bourbon.
“Nothing wrong with a nightcap.”
Twisting off the top, Aideen took a swig from the bottle before she turned and lurched into the living room. She didn’t bother turning on the light; she used the illumination filtering in from the hallway.
Even in the semi-dark, the black and white motif dominated. She hadn’t meant for the room to seem so stark, of course; she was going for a modern style but never finished decorating. The onyx of the bookshelves and credenza, and the dark fabrics on the chairs and sofa marked voids among the shadow-tinted whites of the floor and walls.
In the mood for Party Rock Anthem, she made her way to the old RCA stereo sitting on the credenza. She hit the power button and waited for the display to light up. Nothing.
What the hell is wrong with this thing?
She spun the unit to the side, revealing its frayed power cord, wound up and twist-tied out of the way.
Who needs you, anyhow? She turned, tripped over something she couldn’t see, and flopped onto the plush sofa cushions.
The bottle rose to her lips with more grace than she had shown falling to the sofa. The clock on the wall chimed, and she chugged from the bottle through all twelve tones. Liquor sloshed between her ears, but a thirst inside of her insisted she needed more. It dared her to overflow.
“Do you double dare me?” Her murmur perforated the quiet, filling the room.
Her eyes wandered to the pictures lining the mantel over the fireplace. The memories from the photographs were so faded they could have been from a whole different life.
Coworkers, friends, and her closest loved ones had lost touch over the past year or two. They no longer called, even to ask how she was.
To be fair, she had stopped answering. They only complained about her drinking and said needed help. As if she had a problem.
Upending the bottle, she drained the last drops down her throat. She wiggled the bottle, then peered in through its mouth, searching for hidden liquor in its depths.
I guess I do have a drinking problem: I’m all out.
There was more in the kitchen, and upstairs, but she didn’t trust her balance anymore. She stared into the mirror above the mantel, considering her options.
Her reflection stole her attention as a flush heated her face and neck. Her temperature rose as shame burned in her gut and rage burned near her heart. The weight of the bourbon in her stomach threatened to make an appearance, too.
Was it wrong that her reflection made her ill? Perhaps, but she pushed the thought aside before she could think too much about it.
In her rare, confident (and sober) moments, she knew she turned heads. If anyone saw her in this state, however, they’d be turning their heads away.
A messy bun had lost the battle to contain her long, wavy tresses; strands dangled or stuck up at odd angles. Her heavy lids obscured her eyes and traces of the makeup she had applied that morning mottled her face. All the flaws that stood out so clearly wavered, blurred, and regenerated as a dark presence. The grim and foreboding illusion raised goosebumps on Aideen’s arms.
Full of self-loathing, she couldn’t stop herself from crying. She hurled the empty bottle at her reflection, shattering the mirror. As the glass of the mirror fell away, her sobbing caught in her throat. Tears still tracing courses down her cheeks, she stood, swaying.
After two tentative steps, she lost her balance and fell, grabbing for anything that would prevent a face-plant on the hearth. Her hands clenched onto a shelf of the closest bookcase, nails scraping the wood. She hoisted herself back up and waited for her head to stop reeling. When she let go of the shelf, her fingers left tracks in the light frosting of dust.
She stared at her grandfather’s mirror. He had checked his hair and tie in it before work every morning until he retired. Good thing he doesn’t need it anymore.
The falling glass revealed another scene, as if a photograph had been hiding behind the mirror. The crumbling stone walls and open hallway framed by portions of ionic columns was a scene out of ancient history. Thin wisps of clouds floated across the bright blue sky. The sparse grass grew mostly near the walls.
Must be a popular place. But what is it doing behind my mirror?
Reaching out a trembling hand, her brain insisted she would touch the surface of the broken mirror. But her hand continued until her arm was outstretched. She gasped and waggled her fingers. The air appeared to ripple, disturbed by her touch.
“What the . . . ?”
She dragged a chair closer to the fireplace, pausing every time she lost her balance. Grasping the mantel again, she hauled herself up onto the chair and leaned close to the mirror to get a better look.
Her brain warned her she would be squishing her nose against the mirror at any second. She leaned further forward, knocking over a couple of the picture frames. She leaned far enough to lose her balance, and began to topple, headfirst, through the mirror.




Chapter Two
Aideen fell face-first into the packed dirt. She turned her head and blinked at the mid-morning sun.
What just happened? Brushing her hands on her pants, she stood and stared.
“Not exactly Looking-Glass House, is it? Then again, I’m not exactly Alice.”
Not only was she no longer in her house, but she wasn’t anywhere near Boston. The eight-foot-tall walls surrounding her were constructed of . . .
Is that travertine? Ancient Romans used travertine. But those columns . . . She pivoted slowly to face the Ionic columns, which she could now see were topped with a portico. That’s Greek. Where the hell am I?
The portico’s triangular pediment displayed a bas-relief of one person stabbing another person. The weapon didn’t look like any kind of knife Aideen had ever seen.
She headed toward the space below the portico to inspect it closer, but her bourbon caught up with her. Stumbling, she fell to her knees and heaved as the liquor retraced its steps, stinging her throat on its way out. She spat and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.
Crawling around the puddle and between the columns, she searched for something that would explain how she appeared here. Nothing stood out as unusual—for a mixed-heritage atrium, anyway.
She continued to the far wall and leaned on it as she stood. Keeping one hand against the cool limestone, she walked around the perimeter of the atrium. She pretended to appreciate the texture, but she really wanted to keep herself from falling over.
“Trapped in a Roman and Greek atrium in a painting.” What other explanation was there for the image on the back of her mirror? “What is this, Charmed?”
Surveying the atrium, she hoped to see a window back to her living room. Too bad she didn’t have Phoebe’s Smart Spell to help her find a way out of there.
As she made her way along the wall, her breathing shallowed and her heart picked up its pace.
Am I stuck here?
Her hand fell to her side and she teetered when the stone disappeared. She regained her balance and peered down the short hall she remembered from the mirror-painting. She sighed.
“It may not be the way home, but it’s a way out. I’ll take it, for now.” She laid her hand on the wall and moved down the hall.
Aideen reached the end and shielded her eyes from the sun with an arm. It was an odd thing to do, exiting a roofless structure; she’d been warmed by the sunlight ever since she arrived.
Why is the sun suddenly so bright?
Then she remembered how clouds worked.
“What brings you here?”
Aideen jumped, lost her balance, and fell back against the doorway.
“Shit. Don’t scare me like that.”
A scrawny, leathered man dressed in tattered rags squinted at her. For a moment, Aideen swore she recognized those eyes, but they couldn’t be . . . This man—and this place—was a stranger. Her thoughts sputtered as they drowned in bourbon.
Well, whatever bourbon is left.
“Are you drunk?” he asked.
“I had a few drinks before I went home last night.” Aideen gazed at the sky, where the sun crawled behind a fluff of clouds. An inscription over the doorway, in weird, loopy script, caught her eye. Another flash of recognition. “Of course, last night was like, just now. Before I got here. Maybe I had more than I realized.”
“Here, eat this.” Rag Man held out a spiky, purple potato.
“What is it?”
“My last gojoos. It’ll take the edge off the alcohol.”
“Go-Juice is what my dad used to call his beer.”
“This is better than beer.” He twisted the gojoos. Its juicy green pulp dripped down his hands as he offered her one half.
Aideen took the fruit and held it to her nose. She smiled.
“Anise and orange. Daddy always smelled like that.” She bit into the flesh. “This is wicked good.” She wiped her chin on the sleeve of her t-shirt before finishing her half of the fruit. As she stuck a sticky finger in her mouth to lick off the sweet juice, she noticed a tall, dark figure striding toward them.
“Who’s that?”
Rag Man followed Aideen’s gaze and cringed.
“Run. You can’t let him catch you.”
Aideen, confused, made no effort to move.
“He will throw you in prison if you don’t run NOW!” Rag Man yanked her away from the wall and shoved her in the opposite direction.
Aideen watched while the figure’s features became clearer as he got closer. His Stetson-style hat sat low on his brow and his black trench coat dusted the tops of his combat-style boots.
Rag Man jumped between the Dark Man and Aideen.
“You don’t want her. She hasn’t done anything.”
“Yet,” the Dark Man growled.
“We don’t even know if she’s viable yet.”
“She must be, or she wouldn’t be here.”
Rag Man stepped toward the Dark Man, as menacing as a skinny, homeless guy could be.
“If she is, what makes you think you can stop her?”
“If this is all the backup she gets, I think I’ll manage.”
The Dark Man grabbed Rag Man by the throat and threw him against the wall. Rag Man lay in a heap, motionless. Aideen backed away.
“He’s right. I haven’t done anything. I’m more than happy to turn around and go home, but this seems to be a one-way street. Help me and I’ll never bother you again.”
The Dark Man strode toward her, undeterred. “You will come with me if you know what’s right.”
“My judgment’s a little impaired at the moment. I don’t think I will.”
Aideen turned, but before she could run, the Dark Man’s hand clamped on her shoulder. She bit down on his first two fingers.
Blecch. Dirty leather.
The Dark Man loosened his grip enough for Aideen to slip away. Rag Man was right about the Go-Juice; her head was clearer and she was bursting with energy.
As she ran, she barely registered the caramel-trunked trees lining both sides of the road. The thick canopy overhead added a shamrock-green tinge to the sunlight.
She thought—hoped, at least—she was getting away, so she stole a glance over her shoulder. So much for that idea. Cursing her sloth and gluttony, the Dark Man’s hand clenched around her neck, choking off her air and graying her vision.
STEADY ROCKING EASED AIDEEN back to consciousness. Faint clacking, which evoked thoughts of a train, danced around the edge of her awareness. A steam engine whistle snapped her to the present. Opening her eyes, she sat up on a wooden bench which ran the length of the room.
No, this is a cell.
She stood and walked two paces, wrapping her hands around two of the hard, smooth bars which separated her from the rest of the train car. As far as she could see, there were only an aisle and the far wall.
“Where the hell am I? Let me out!”
“Quiet!” Rag Man hissed from somewhere to Aideen’s right.
Is he in train jail too?
“You’ll attract the Turkeys,” he continued. “Besides, no one else is in earshot. We’re stuck here until Jay Ridge.”
Nausea washed over her. She must be dreaming; what else but her subconscious would name something in this world after her high school?
Otherwise, it’s too much of a coincidence.
A monster with leathery wings—which would likely span half a train car, front to back—and a face covered with wrinkled hide passed in front of her cell. Its sharp, gaping beak snapped at her.
“Holy crap. What is that?”
“Those nightmares are Turkeys,” Rag Man said.
Nightmare is right. Time to wake up.
Aideen grabbed a handful of the mottled, brown feathers covering its body. It responded by biting her wrist, leaving bloody tracks and a sharp pain.
“Ow!”
The dream world didn’t disappear.
I guess it’ll take more than a peck on the hand to wake me up. “What were you saying about Jay Ridge?”
“It’s the prison. That’s where you’ll end up if you can’t get off the train before then.”
Aideen snorted. The Jay Ridge she knew was a prison too. To her, anyway. But she did her time.
“How do we get out of here?” Aideen leaned against the wall, face pressed against a bar.
“We don’t.” There was shuffling. Rag Man’s voice was closer when he continued. “If you even manage to get out of your cell, there are two Turkeys here in the Hutch. If you can make it past them, you still have to make it out of the train unnoticed. I can’t tell where we are without looking out a window, but odds are we’re not close to help. You’d be lost on your own.”
“What about you?” Aideen stood straight, grasping the bar she had been resting her head on. “Are you going to sit here and let them take you to prison? What did you do, anyway?”
“I got caught helping you.”
“Who was that guy? And why is he after me?”
“That man is a Trapper. Trappers are people who hunt down Refuse—Alks, Narks, and the like—and imprison them. Once they’ve decided you’re Refuse, you either fight, run, or die.”
“Running sounds good.” Aideen paced beside the bars holding her in her cell. “I just need to figure out how . . .”
There’s no way the Turkeys had a key. Aideen wondered how to pick a lock.
She stomped back to the bench and plopped onto the seat with a huff. She leaned forward, resting her hands on the bench to either side of her and felt the heel of her right hand scrape against something. One of the screws attaching the leg of the bench was sticking out.
Someone tried to take the bench apart.
Aideen tried to remove the screw by hand. Her fingers ached from the effort, but it held fast. She wished for her tools. There was a toolbox in her Camaro, in case anything ever went wrong. (It was a thirteen-year-old car, after all.) And she was a decent mechanic. But without the right tools, she could only do so much.
If Coby were still speaking to her, she’d call him.
And what, ask him to bring my tools? What kind of directions should I give him? ‘Just climb through the hole in my living room wall, follow the—’
Call him. Anyone, really. She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and checked for a signal. Not even the tiniest bar.
Guess I’m out of the service area.
The phone wasn’t completely useless, though. She removed the battery cover and lined the edge of it up with the groove on the screw. It fit snugly, and the plastic bent as Aideen twisted it. With a firm grip on both ends, Aideen tried again and managed to loosen the screw.
“Yes!”
“Is everything okay over there?”
“I may have a plan.”
Aideen labored and worked the screw free with her fingers. She held it up and beamed at it. At that moment, she could think of no greater accomplishment. Except perhaps removing the other screw that held the leg in place. The two-by-six holding the bench wasn’t an ideal weapon, but the screw wouldn’t help her against the Turkeys’ pointy beaks and claws. Assuming she got out of the cell.
Bench leg liberated, she put one of the screws and her phone into her pocket. She grabbed the leg of the bench and turned to the cell door.
She couldn’t tell what kind of key the lock took, but she couldn’t do much besides mentally cross her fingers and hope this worked.
“You don’t know how to pick a lock, do you?” she called to her prison-mate as she slipped her hand through the bars. With the tip of the screw, she searched for the keyhole.
“Sorry. I have been meaning to learn.”
Locating the keyhole, she fit the screw inside. She wiggled it around, sometimes wiggling the door itself to see if she had unlocked it.
“Why won’t you work?” Aideen kicked the door, causing pain to radiate through her foot and up her leg.
“Dammit.” She threw the bench leg against the wall and crouched with her head in her hands.
“What happened?” Rag Man asked.
She willed herself not to cry and took a deep breath. “I can’t unlock my cell door.” What did she expect, a miracle? She was using a screw.
“You need to keep calm. Nothing good happens when you panic.”
“My dad used to say that to me.” Aideen smiled. “I remember one time, I saw a snake while my dad and I were playing catch in the backyard. I got scared, but Daddy told me not to panic, or the snake may get scared and attack.”
Rag Man chuckled.
“I heard it from my father too. Only he was giving me advice before I went to war. I was petrified of being in a firefight. He said the soldiers who come home are the ones who can think clearly even with arrows whizzing by their heads.”
Who fights a war with arrows? She retrieved the bench leg and returned to the door for another attempt. Taking her time with the lock, at last, the internal mechanism clicked. The door popped open, swinging wide and clanking against the wall. The Turkeys reacted. She wouldn’t have much time.
“I did it!”
She exited her cell with the bench leg in one hand and the screw in the other. She turned toward Rag Man’s cell, but a Turkey blocked her path, snapping at her.
“Leave,” her Hutch-mate called. “You can’t fight them on your own.”
“What about you?”
“I’ve got my ways of getting out of trouble. Now, go.”
She spun to retreat, but another Turkey blocked this direction. Awesome. Surrounded by avian Jabberwocks, and all she had was a wooden bench leg.
Not exactly the vorpal sword.
The Turkey in front of Aideen took a swipe at her. As she batted away its claw with the bench leg, the screw fell from her hand and bounced across the train car. A beak snapped behind her.
Rag Man cried out, and the bars of his cell rattled. Aideen glanced over her shoulder to see he had distracted the Turkey. She turned to deal with the first one.
The Turkeys may have been huge and equipped with pointy claws and beaks, but Aideen was more agile. When the monster struck, she smashed the bench leg in its face. While it was stunned, she ran past it.
She paused at the exit, one hand on the door frame, and glanced over her shoulder. Rag Man continued making noise, but the turkey turned away, shaking its head as if trying to cast out an annoying tune. It locked eyes with Aideen and started toward her.
Aideen rushed into the vestibule, yanking the door closed behind her. The exterior door was secured. The bench leg no longer served her, so she dropped it. Maybe there was something in the next car with which she could pry open the door. Who knew when the next stop would be, and she didn’t intend on hanging around.
A clattering behind her startled her and she turned. The Turkeys in the Hutch threw themselves against the door. She hoped it would hold them long enough for her to escape.
Pulling open the door to the next car, she scanned the passengers and their belongings. She spotted a woman with an umbrella—the kind with the pointy tip—toward the back of the car. Aideen ran up and grabbed it from her.
“I need to borrow this. Thanks.”
The woman’s protests followed her back through the car and into the vestibule.
Aideen again turned to the exterior door. Breaking out of a train would be a first for her, but she didn’t have any more appealing options. She wedged the umbrella between the door panels and pushed, pulled, wiggled, and shook her makeshift lever.
Why couldn’t one of the passengers have a crowbar?
Raised voices in the passenger car, followed by muffled cries and sounds of a scuffle attracted her attention. Aideen peered into the car. The Dark Man and a third Turkey were approaching too quickly for Aideen’s comfort. Someone must have tipped him off about his escaped prisoner.
A glance at the Turkeys ramming the Hutch door quickened her heartbeat and she turned back to her work with a renewed vigor, prying the door partway open.
She wedged herself between the broken doors, watching the ground rush past. Jumping may end up killing her, but she didn’t know what would happen if the Turkeys caught her, and that was worse.
The train slowed. Aideen couldn’t wait any longer.
“Here goes nothing.”
She took a deep breath and jumped.




Chapter Three
Aideen tucked and landed on her shoulder, rolling most of the way down a slope. Shoulder throbbing and heart pounding, but otherwise in decent shape, she leaped up and ran to the foot of the hill. Jumping from a train should have been a perfect trigger to wake her up from this nightmare, yet here she was.
Guess we’re not in Wonderland anymore, Dinah.
The Turkeys’ screeching followed her off the train as she hunted for a place to hide.
The lush grass blanketing the hill and spreading across the dell didn’t even reach past her ankles, so crouching in place like a scared bunny was out. A sparse grove stood a short distance away. That might at least camouflage her.
She ran towards the trees, but something in the grass caught her eye: an orb of white amid the field of green. Despite invisible hands tightening on her heart and pushing at her back, curiosity bound her legs. She reached out to pluck the pale object from its resting place.
Turning it over, her heart skipped to find Roger Clemens’ autograph on the ball. He was her dad’s favorite player. Her dad even had a ball just like this one. How on Earth—or wherever she was—did it wind up here?
She studied her surroundings, finding no signs of players or a diamond. Not even base paths cut through a cornfield.
A noise behind her startled her from her thoughts—the Turkeys had closed in. Fingers gripped tight around the ball, she clutched the familiar item close and ran for the trees. Ducking under a low-hanging branch, tromping through the grove, she looked for suitable cover.
She passed through the trees before she spotted a massive culvert poking out of the base of a hill, and she ducked inside. Hurrying deeper, she stepped as lightly as she could without slowing, aware that the echo of her footsteps would betray her location to the Turkeys. She turned around a bend in the pipe and stopped.
Her lungs screamed at her but she strained to control her breathing. She didn’t want the Turkeys to hear her. Plus, she wanted to hear them if they decided to pursue her into the culvert.
The beasts squawked and flapped closer. She squeezed her eyes shut and silently begged them to pass by. They didn’t listen.
The clamor echoed through the pipes as she turned deeper into the tunnels. No longer concerned with how much noise she made, she crashed through the pipes at top speed. Aideen’s lungs were less than thrilled to be pushed to their limits again so soon and protested as she wheezed.
From the sound of things, the Turkeys were keeping pace behind her. Aideen didn’t know where the tunnel would lead, or if she had any hope of outrunning the monsters. She didn’t even allow herself to entertain the possibility the culvert might dead-end, for fear the thought would manifest.
Speeding through the dark pipes, Aideen ran face first into something hard. It knocked her off her feet as the baseball flew out of her hand. Blood dripped from her nose. She wiped the back of her hand across her upper lip and started to curse, but the Turkeys sounded too close.
She groped ahead of her, certain she had jinxed herself and the tunnel had ended, leaving her with no way to escape. Relief washed over her when she found an opening which led to a smaller pipe. Searching blindly for the baseball, she felt around her. Wherever the ball came from, she couldn’t leave it.
The displaced air from the Turkeys’ flapping wings brushed along her arms. She found the ball and clutched it to her chest with one hand. Something—a claw?—grasped her sneaker as she crawled into the smaller pipe. She cried out as she kicked to get away. Her feet flailed in the darkness, sweat dripped into her eyes, and her chest pounded.
After freeing her foot, she scrambled further along the pipe. She stopped once she realized the Turkeys weren’t following her. She listened to them clambering at the entrance to the small pipe.
They’re too big!
Aideen sat with her back against the side of the tunnel and let her breath and heartbeat steady.
She listened as the Turkeys gave up and left. Sitting in the quiet darkness a moment longer, she cursed her curiosity for convincing her to inspect the hole in her living room wall. She considered going back to the atrium. It would be her luck to be running away from the one place from which she could return home.
But those monsters . . . She shuddered at the thought of their bugged-out eyes, as expressionless as an old TV with a busted cathode ray tube. Their scaly necks that undulated like sidewinders. The long, steely spikes covering their tails like a morning star.
Her imagination insisted a giant huntsman spider-like claw, tufted with bristly hair, closed around her ankle again. She scrambled further down the pipe, needing to get as far away from them as possible. She continued along the small pipe and into a larger one.
Traveling through more pipes, her hands felt for a path through the darkness. After some twists and turns, a dim light filtered into the tunnel ahead, serving as a beacon. She turned at the next juncture and the daylight illuminating the final stretch of pipe dazed her.
Aideen heard voices in the distance as she stepped out into the sunshine.
“Let her go. What harm could one Refuse do?”
“She could be the Prophesied One. It could be the end of D’Nal Harrim as we know it.”
The voices came from deeper inside the forest that stood in front of her. A path wove its way through the thick trees. The underbrush to either side rendered off-roading useless to anyone not armed with a machete.
Turning, Aideen saw she had come through the side of a sheer cliff. With neither the proper rock-climbing gear nor any idea how to use it, the only way back was through the culvert.
Yeah, right. She turned to the path and hoped tick season was over.
Aideen’s head swam as she wove through the trees. Not long ago, she perched on her favorite stool at Jimmy’s bar, minding her own business. After a whirlwind of alarming events, Aideen found herself walking through a serene forest. Looking back with a sense of detachment, the surrealism overwhelmed her. She must have been half-past hammered last night, to dream all this up.
Why won’t I wake up, though?
As she rounded a thick, gnarled tree, she spied a sizable clearing. The sparse grass suggested dry earth that didn’t encourage growth. Across the clearing, over half a football field ahead, the path resumed its way through the woods.
A small cabin sat at the edge of the clearing to Aideen’s right, with a dooryard defined by a stone perimeter. The crude border comprised small, dull stones, likely collected from the forest. In the center of the yard, two women argued. Aideen approached them with caution.
“Excuse me, I’m—” Aideen broke off as both the women jumped and turned to their unannounced guest.
“It’s you.” The woman with the black hair clenched her fists and stepped toward Aideen.
“That’s her?” The woman with the luminous white hair seemed curious but disappointed. “She doesn’t look like anything special.”
“Gee, thanks. You’re not so hot yourself.”
Aideen didn’t mean it. If White Hair had been twenty years younger, she could have been America’s Next Top Model. She and her sister both. Aideen assumed they were sisters, as they were identical aside from their hair.
“I’m sorry,” White Hair said. “I just meant . . . What happened to your face?”
Aideen fiddled with her baseball as she related her escape from the Turkeys through the culverts.
“Let me get you a cloth.” White Hair turned toward the cabin.
Black Hair grabbed her wrist.
“Don’t you dare, Lux.”
Lux flashed her a burning look that rivaled the flame in Black Hair’s eyes. She freed herself and went inside. As Black Hair turned back to Aideen, a glint at Black Hair’s neck caught Aideen’s eye. A round, milky quartz cradled by crescent moons hung from a delicate chain.
“That’s a lovely necklace.”
“How did you escape the Turkeys on the train?”
“I was just lucky.”
“Most Refuse wouldn’t have been able to pull that off.” Black Hair stood toe-to-toe with Aideen and sniffed. “I can smell the poison on you. You’re an Alk.”
“Wait, the Dark Man is after me because I drink? A little excessive, isn’t it?”
“Dark Man?” Black Hair barked. “I suppose it’s fitting.” She crossed her arms and glared at Aideen.
Aideen stepped away from Black Hair and eyed her as Lux returned. Black Hair yanked the cloth from her hand, dropping it in the dirt.
“Why did you do that?” Lux picked up the cloth and flapped the dirt off.
“She doesn’t deserve our help.”
“You don’t think anyone deserves help.” Lux handed Aideen the cloth.
Aideen took it and patted the blood from her face, afraid to come between the sisters.
“That isn’t true,” Black Hair said. “I just know better than to waste my time trying to help this filth.”
“Mom and Dad weren’t filth.”
Black Hair pointed her finger in Lux’s face. “Don’t bring them into this.”
“They were already in this, thanks to you.”
“So now this is my fault?” Black Hair threw her arms up.
“It’s always been your fault! If you weren’t so infatuated with that Trapper—”
“At least he likes me back.” Black Hair spun toward Aideen, who shrank back. “Go. The Turkeys will find you and take you to Jay Ridge, where you belong. But you can’t stay here.”
She stormed into the cabin and slammed the door.
“I’m sorry about that.” Lux dabbed at her eyes with shaking hands. “She hasn’t been herself in a long time.”
“Is she dating a Trapper?”
“She had been. He vanished about sixteen years ago. I don’t know what happened, but Nox has been grumpier and more mysterious ever since. I’m afraid she’s . . .”
“What?”
“Maybe nothing.” Lux shook her head. “I have no proof. But I know someone who could help you.”
Lux led Aideen to the far side of the clearing. “This path leads out of the forest, to the Compass. Sterling Falcon works there. He’s helped Refuse before. He can bring you to the Brown Ostrich.”
“How is an ostrich going to help?”
“It’s not—” Lux looked to the sky as a shadow passed over them.
Aideen peered up to see a lone Turkey circling overhead. It dove straight at her. Lux scurried for the trees in Aideen’s periphery.
Aideen tightened her grip on the baseball in her hand. As the Turkey sped toward her, claws working, Aideen wound up and lobbed the ball at its head. It connected with a crack.
The Turkey fell to the ground and Aideen rushed backward. The monster gained its footing and shook its head. Swiveling its long neck up toward the sky, it took off in the direction from which it came. Lux emerged from the woods as Aideen collected her baseball.
“You should hurry,” Lux said. “The scout has found you; the Trapper won’t be far behind. You need to put distance between him and yourself.”
Aideen nodded. “Thank you.”
She turned and set out for the Compass and Sterling Falcon.
COARSE, WILD GRASS CARPETED the ground between the forest and a roughly circular pond. Ahead of her, a giant head carved from marble stared straight at her. The head didn’t look human; it reminded Aideen of Sam the Eagle.
What is a marble Muppet head doing here?
To Sam’s left, a long plank bridge stretched from the shore to the island in the middle of the pond. A great stone tower topped with a golden dome rose from the island. The sight again evoked the feeling of being in a dream; a similar dome topped Boston’s State House.
Further to Sam’s left, to the right of the pond, the grass thinned and disappeared into a sandy desert. A small building huddled in the distance, but Aideen couldn’t make out what it was.
Beyond the pond in the other direction, horses grazed on the tall marsh grasses growing from the gray sand. They appeared painted, their manes in flowing curls, as if freshly freed from a carousel.
Aideen moved past the marble statue to see what lay behind the tower. The birch-white trunk (assuming this was a tree) was skinny and knobby like a spine. Aideen stared at the strange configuration of leaves resting atop the trunk and her stomach lurched.
“Is that a brain?”
The mass pulsed. She blinked, sure she had imagined the movement, but the leaves pulsed again.
The damn thing is breathing.
Aideen turned away, hand over her stomach, willing it to settle.
Was this Sterling guy really going to help her? Nox didn’t want Aideen getting any help; maybe Lux was just pretending to be nice. Sterling could be one of those Trappers. What if Sterling was the Dark Man’s name, and Aideen walked right into a trap? Eyes darting back and forth, Aideen wondered which way to flee.
As she glanced to her right, a tall, handsome man limped into sight. Had he come from a GQ photo shoot or did he always dress that way? Aideen let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.
This must be Sterling Falcon.
Sterling limped toward the bridge, holding a bag of what appeared to be Necco Wafers. He rummaged in the bag and pulled out a pink wafer, popped it in his mouth and crunched on it before he noticed Aideen. As he approached her, his cool, ocean-blue eyes met hers.
“Hello. Who are you?”
“Aideen.” She pointed her thumb toward the woods. “Lux suggested I come to see you.”
“Did she?” He held out his bag. “Want a wafer?”
“No, thanks. Lux said you could help me—”
“Right. Come on, then.” Sterling turned and limped across the bridge. Aideen followed.
“Are you okay?” Aideen asked Sterling’s back.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“You’re limping.”
“It’s an old injury.”
“What happened?”
Sterling paused for half a second before continuing toward the tower. “That’s a long story.”
At the tower entrance, Sterling popped another wafer into his mouth. As he punched the code into the keypad next to the door, Aideen craned her neck to watch Sterling and he shifted to block her line of sight.
The door popped open and Sterling held it, motioning for Aideen to enter first. He followed her inside and secured the door.
Aideen surveyed the round room. A hulking desk to the left housed a computer and a sign with the weird, loopy writing she recognized from the inscription above the entrance to the atrium. The same writing on the nip bottle Jimmy had given her last night. Or was it only a few hours ago?
A water bubbler, like the ones that dotted the hallways at public schools, hung from the right wall. Straight ahead stood an elevator with a polished metal door. Crowning it was a dial-and-needle floor indicator displaying a dot on one side and two vertical lines on the other. A large sign on the wall, behind the desk and next to the elevator, displayed more strange writing.
“What does the sign say?”
Sterling stepped around her and limped to the desk.
“It says Reception is here on the first floor and the Utility Room is on the twenty-second.”
Aideen considered the sign, then the elevator indicator. “There are only two floors in this whole tower?”
“If I only had one, the elevator wouldn’t work.”
“What about floors two through twenty-one?”
“I didn’t need them.” Sterling gestured for Aideen to come forward. “Let’s get you checked in.”
Aideen approached the desk. Sterling placed his bag of wafers down and pulled the keyboard closer.
“Name.”
“I already told you my name.”
“Of course.” Sterling poked at the keyboard keys. “Do you have an appointment?”
“No. I didn’t know—”
Sterling dismissed this with a wave. “Not to worry, there’s an opening.” He continued his poking. “Occupation?”
“Architectural Intern.”
“So you’re a creator?”
“I guess so.”
Sterling nodded. “Land of origin?”
“‘Land’? You mean, what country am I from? The United States.”
Sterling consulted a list taped to the desk next to the computer. “‘Away’ it is. Any experience commanding armies?”
“I’m not gonna need that, am I?” Aideen peered at the list of names of different countries, states, and some names she had never seen. “United States” was on the list.
“It’s just a question. Should I take that as a no?”
“Yes. I mean, no, I don’t have experience commanding armies.” She pointed to the list. “What’s that?”
“A cheat sheet. Geography’s not my strength, so I listed the places that aren’t a part of this world.” He cleared his throat before moving on. “Any fighting experience at all?”
“I get into bar fights more than I like to admit.”
“That’s something, at least.” He shoved the keyboard away and grabbed his wafers.
Motioning for Aideen to follow, he strode in his uneven gait to the elevator. There were two round buttons. The top one had a cursive ‘ih’ on it. The bottom one sported a backward ‘h’. Sterling pressed ‘ih’ and waited for the door to open.
“What were all those questions for?” Aideen asked.
“They help me figure out who you are, where you’re going, and how I can help you.”
Sterling and Aideen entered the elevator, and Sterling pushed the ‘||’ button on the panel. The door closed, and the elevator car jolted into action.
“My answers to those questions don’t tell you much.”
“I rely more on the brain scan, anyway.”
“Brain scan? What are you talking about?”
“There’s a device on the ceiling above where you were standing at the reception desk,” Sterling said. “It retrieves more information than I could ever get from a few questions. It’s very advanced technology.”
Aideen crossed her arms.
“Sounds like an invasion of privacy to me.”
“I do apologize, but it’s much more efficient than asking questions.”
“Why bother with the questions at all, then?”
“They’re to distract you from the brain scan.”
Aideen thought about what Sterling might find in her scan, and her stomach sank. He wouldn’t want to help her if he knew what lived inside Aideen’s head. How much would he learn? He may decide not to help her after all and turn her in to the Trappers.
Aideen watched the digital floor indicator above the elevator’s call buttons, unchanged from the single dot indicating the first floor, as she feared for her future.
The indicator blinked to ‘||’ as the elevator slowed. There was a ping, and the door opened to reveal a cream-colored cut pile carpet. A vaguely Moroccan pattern papered the walls.
Sterling gestured for her to step off the elevator ahead of him. She walked far enough into the room to allow him to enter behind her. He moved to a small table against the wall where a giant, old LaserJet-like printer held a short stack of papers in its output tray.
Aideen approached a small array of oak and leather furniture huddled in the center of the room.
“This doesn’t look like a utility room.” She ran a hand over the smooth arm of the sofa.
“Sure it does. It looks however I need it to look, based on what I use it for.”
“What, like the Room of Requirements at Hogwarts?”
“I don’t know what that is. Take a seat.” He jogged the papers and turned as Aideen picked the chair facing the elevator.
She caught a glance of him wincing and froze.
His chair? She guessed, moving to the couch to sit near the center. Sterling nodded and took his seat.
Aideen’s fingers drummed on her knees as Sterling thumbed through the printout. Recessed lighting gave the room a comfortable glow, and a table lamp between the couch and the chair provided enough light to read by.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but—”
“One moment. Let me . . .” Sterling shuffled the pages he had already scanned to the bottom of the pile. “Is that so?” He eyed her. “You grew up west of Boston?”
“Yeah. Mattanassis. What’s the big deal?”
“And now you’re in Eastern Massachusetts,” he read. “Where things haven’t been going so well.”
“I’m just going through a rough patch. I don’t understand what that has to do with any of this.”
“West to east . . . opposite of the sun.”
“That doesn’t explain anything.”
“You may not have led any armies, but you do possess some strong leadership qualities . . . integrity, empowerment, positivity . . .”
“Does it tell you what I did at the dog track in eighth grade?” Aideen waited as he shuffled papers, read the excerpt, and frowned. “Not exactly brimming with integrity and positivity now, am I?”
“You survived, and haven’t tried again, right?”
Aideen crossed her arms over her chest. Sterling shook his head.
“That was a long time ago,” he said. “I don’t think it will be a problem.”
“A problem regarding what?”
“You’re destined for important things, Aideen.”
“This is crazy!” Aideen sprang up. “This is the craziest, most elaborate dream, or hallucination, or blackout-induced trip I’ve ever had. Every time I think I’m going to wake up, it keeps getting crazier. All I want to know is: how do I wake up, or get back home, or whatever you want to call it?”
“This isn’t a dream.”
“How do you know?”
“It took time to travel from Lux’s cabin to here, right?”
Aideen nodded.
“How did you get there from the atrium? How long has passed since you got here?”
“How did you know I was at the atrium?”
“That’s were everyone comes through. How long?”
“I dunno. A couple of hours? I passed out for a bit . . .”
Sterling frowned. “When was the last time you had a dream that felt like it lasted a couple of hours?”
Aideen walked to the window as she considered this and realized no dream—even the ones where there was a lot going on—had ever felt long at all.
“If that’s true, where the hell am I and how did I get here?” She gazed out the window at the creepy tree and shuddered before facing Sterling again.
“This is D’Nal Harrim, a lovely little county in the land of Emanon. As far as in relation to wherever you came from, no one knows for sure, aside from ‘on the other side of the portal’.”
“You’re telling me I got here by coming through a portal?”
“Obviously.”
Aideen grimaced.
“Where’d the portal come from? Why was I the one to come through it? How does that even work?”
Sterling stammered as Aideen continued.
“This isn’t Earth, is it? Are we on another planet? In another galaxy?”
Sterling shook his head. “That’s beyond my understanding, and most of D’Nal Harrim’s scholars also happen to indulge in certain discouraged behaviors.”
“They’re in Jay Ridge?”
“Those still living.”
Aideen shuddered again. This whole place is creepy.
“If it helps any, it wasn’t the Trappers’ idea to round up and kill Refuse.”
“Whose idea was it?”
“The Turkeys.”
“They can speak? And they told the Trappers to help them? And the Trappers went along with it?”
Sterling placed the stack of papers next to the lamp on the side table and leaned back into his chair.
“Trappers think they’re in charge, with the Turkeys serving their purpose of ridding D’Nal Harrim of Refuse. However, the Turkeys began recruiting Trappers hundreds of years ago, to help them eradicate the humans who had taken over their land. The Trappers convinced themselves that Refuse are destroying the moral fabric of our fine land and wish to contain them so they can’t do further harm. They take the Refuse they capture to Jay Ridge, where the Refuse are poisoned until they die. The Turkeys then feed on the bodies.”
“Aren’t the Trappers human, though? How come the Turkeys haven’t killed them?”
“The Trappers are as human as the rest of us, though more in touch with their dark sides. I couldn’t tell you the Turkeys’ intentions with them, though.”
“How do I get home?” Aideen returned to the couch and perched on the edge of the cushion, knees almost touching Sterling’s.
Sterling sat up and leaned toward her. “The only way between your world and ours is a portal. You can open one by—” He looked past her. “Is that smoke?”
Aideen gaped at the elevator. Sooty smoke seeped into the room from the elevator shaft. Muffled crackling filled Aideen‘s ears.
“What’s burning?” She didn’t want to know the answer.
“Judging by the increasing amount of smoke and by the heat emanating from the floor, my guess is the tower.”
“Isn’t the tower made of stone?”
Smoke continued to fill the air.
“Actually, it’s petrified wood.”
“I thought petrified wood was stone.”
“No, it’s just really scared wood.”
Aideen rolled her eyes. “What is wood so scared of?”
“Burning.”
“I’m scared of burning, too, at the moment.” Aideen sniffed. “Is that gas?”
“I smell it too. The fire was no accident.”
Aideen’s eyes widened. “The Dark Man.”
“Who?”
“The Trapper whose Turkeys have been chasing me.”
“It’s possible.” Sterling nodded.
“We can go out the fire escape.” Aideen started toward the window.
“There’s no fire escape.”
Aideen stopped and faced him. “Are you kidding me? Why not?”
“We’re surrounded by water. In all honesty, getting caught in a fire wasn’t high on my list of concerns.” He walked to the window, opened it, and peered down.
Aideen paced circles around the room, willing another option to present itself. Sterling stopped her in mid-circuit and grabbed her arm, leading her to the window.
“There is one other way down.”
“Oh, no.” Aideen took a step back as she guessed what Sterling expected her to do. “There’s no friggin way I’m—”
A tremendous crashing resonated from behind them as the cables supporting the elevator snapped and it plummeted to the ground floor. The tower shook as the elevator landed. Visible through the gap between the doors, the flames’ orange glow climbed higher and licked at the gaping shaft.
Sterling pulled Aideen toward the window and shoved her through it.




Chapter Four
Shrieking, Aideen fell into the pond. The shock of the cool water added to her panic at being weightless and unmoving. The moment ended, and she kicked to the surface, gasping as she treaded water.
Her heart pounded as she stared at the top of the tower. Flames spit through the window, but there was no sign of Sterling. As the tower leaned and started to crumble, Aideen swam for shore.
She dragged herself onto the bank and turned as the whole structure collapsed in clouds of smoke and waves of pond water.
Flames continued to eat at the rubble; only the dome remained intact. It must have been metal; other than some tarnishing, the fire had no effect on it.
Aideen teetered as her stomach lurched. She scanned the water, the shores, and the ruins on the island, but she saw no one.
“Sterling!” she shouted as loud as she could.
He didn’t reply.
She paced along the bank, heart racing. She didn’t want to return to the island while the fire burned. She called to him again, and still there was no response.
Shaking, Aideen fell to her knees. Sterling couldn’t be dead. He seemed so healthy, and he couldn’t be much older than Aideen. Young, healthy people aren’t supposed to die. People riddled with disease, emaciated and faded, nearing the ends of their lives . . . Not Sterling.
On top of the tragedy, Aideen was all alone. Unless she found Rag Man, but where to look for him? She could pick a direction and walk, but she was more likely to become lost than to find answers that way.
Would Lux give more advice if Aideen returned to the cabin? Or would Nox intercept her?
Sterling was my only hope.
Tears burned in Aideen’s eyes and she struggled to control them. Her breath hitched in her chest as helplessness threatened to crush her. The weight of Aideen’s emotions brought her to the brink of collapse when she heard a voice behind her.
“If you hadn’t come here, he would still be alive.”
Aideen stood and turned to the last person she wanted to see.
“He wasn’t much help, was he?” The Dark Man chortled. “There’s no use running. Nobody can save you now.”
He stood with his arms akimbo and a smirk on his face. Behind him, three ever-present Turkeys lurked, preening and making chattering noises.
“Where’s Sterling? What did you do to him?”
“I haven’t seen him. Wasn’t he up there in the tower with you? He must not have survived.” He chuckled.
Aideen expected the outburst of evil “Bwahaha” laughter of movie villains. But he left off at the chuckle. Aideen was torn between disappointment and relief that maybe he’s not that evil after all. Then she realized why he was there.
“You set the fire.”
The Dark Man grinned.
Aideen tried to hit him and he grabbed her fist in one hand. His other hand clamped around her neck.
Why didn’t I see that coming?
She clawed at the Dark Man’s hand, gasping for air. The Turkeys squawked and flapped as Aideen passed out.
WHAT WAS THAT SMELL? ‘Eau de dive bar?’ Worse: a dive bar’s restroom at the end of St. Paddy’s Day weekend. A fat, brown spider made its way across the dirty, gray ceiling. Metallic clangs echoed through the air. Voices yelled, sang, whispered, howled.
Aideen tried to sit up but couldn’t move her arms. Her wrists were bound by thick leather straps to the bed she occupied. She kicked her feet, but they had been bound, as well.
Now sporting loose, slate-gray pants and a matching short-sleeve tunic, she shuddered to think of a stranger changing her.
An IV needle was taped in the crook of her elbow. Aideen’s eyes traced the connecting tube up to the bag hanging from a nearby stand.
In the bag, a thick, black goo bubbled. Bile threatened at the back of her throat. So much for her appetite. She closed her eyes and willed the nausea to pass. Another chilling howl echoed down the hall.
“Why couldn’t this be just a dream?”
She was trapped here. The longer she stayed, the more incapacitated she would become . . . Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad way to go.
What did she have back home, anyway? A mortgage. A job that was okay, but not her dream job. No friends, not anymore. And the only family left was her mother. No loss there. Did anyone even know she was gone?
What was the point of going back? She would just start drinking again to forget her troubles. If she let the Trappers poison her, she wouldn’t have any troubles left to worry her.
Plus, she was strapped down, behind a locked door. Not to mention whatever other security measures they had in place.
“Stop thinking like that.” Aideen struggled against the wrist restraints. “What would Murdock do?”
Well, duh.
“He’d have Face scam him out, that’s what. But what am I going to do?”
Aideen racked her brain for an answer. She didn’t want to die.
JANGLING KEYS AND THE RATTLING cell door brought Aideen out of her thoughts. She had a visitor; a man, maybe five years younger than Aideen. The disdain on his face seemed just as much for their surroundings as for Aideen herself.
Why is he even here, then?
He had average features that would have made him invisible in a crowd. Barely taller than Aideen, but he was skinnier.
He caught Aideen watching him and sneered as he tramped around her bed to check her IV. While he stood near her right hand, something at his belt caught her eye: his key ring. It rested on his hip, attached to a retractable fob.
How to reach it? He wouldn’t release her, would he? If she came up with a good enough reason . . .
Her nurse fiddled with the IV bag.
“Hey.”
He raised an eyebrow at her.
“Sorry, I . . . well, I have an itch.”
“Tough luck.” He turned back to the bag.
“Please, I wouldn’t ask, but it’s been driving me crazy.”
He faced her.
“Where?”
“Down there.” Aideen nodded for emphasis.
“Your foot?” He reached for it.
“Nope. Higher.”
His hand hovered over her knee.
“Up and in.”
“You mean . . .”
Aideen tried not to recoil at the disgusted expression on his face.
“Not a chance.” He turned away from her.
“Wait,” Aideen said. “Undo my right hand, so I can scratch it myself. Please? It’ll only take a second.”
He started for the cell door.
“Imagine how you’d feel, strapped down with an itch in your crotch you couldn’t scratch. Wouldn’t you appreciate a little help?”
He stopped but didn’t turn right away. Aideen was sure they drilled into his head when he started working here they weren’t allowed to release the prisoners for any reason. She hoped this guy had enough humanity left in him that he’d feel sorry for her and give in.
He returned to Aideen’s side and made eye contact.
“Just one hand. And just for a few seconds.”
“That’s all I need. Thank you.”
The nurse freed Aideen’s right hand.
“I’m sorry.” She decked him in the face.
Her bar fights used to annoy her erstwhile friends, but her fighting skills sure had come in handy today. The nurse staggered and Aideen grabbed at the key ring, but it slid through her fingers. She leaned to her right, but her left hand, still tethered to the bed, stopped her. She pinched her fingers tighter around keys which were slipping away.
The nurse hit the floor and Aideen managed to keep hold of the key ring, sandwiched between two fingers. Careful not to loosen her tenuous grip, she worked the keyring off the fob and into her palm.
Aideen wasted no time in freeing her other hand to tear the needle from her arm.
Reaching down to unlock her ankle straps, she prayed no one would notice the delayed nurse. She hopped down from the table and stripped off her clothes, pulling the nurse’s shirt and pants off his limp body and squeezing herself into them. Then, she yanked the inmate uniform onto the unconscious nurse and struggled to lift him.
“How are you so heavy?” Aideen asked under her breath.
She grabbed him under the armpits and hoisted him onto the bed. Grabbing his ankles, she swung his legs up, adjusting his position.
Aware someone may discover her at any second, she hurried to strap down the nurse. She grabbed the IV needle and taped it over the crook of his elbow, not able to bring herself to insert it. She found the empty IV bag on the floor under the bed and stuffed it under the pillow.
With one last glance over the scene, Aideen left the cell. She secured the door and turned to the cart stocked with fresh poison-filled IV bags right outside her cell. With luck, she’d pass as a nurse long enough to find Rag Man—she assumed he’d arrived by now—and get the heck out of there.
Aideen grabbed the handle on one end and spun the cart around, pushing it down the hall. She paused before she turned the corner to another corridor to the left and peered down at the cart. On impulse, she grabbed one of the poison-filled bags and tucked it into her waistband, under her shirt.
Who knows, it may come in handy.
As armed as she was going to get, she headed down the next hall toward whatever awaited.
A guard station stood sentry at the end of the short hallway. Two security guards behind the desk made taking the elevator behind them too risky.
At the far end of the guard station, a door led to a stairwell. If she went that way, she’d need to leave the cart behind, and that would seem suspicious.
Faced with Morton’s Fork, Aideen decided the stairs were the lesser of the two evils. Likely to be found out either way, she’d rather be caught on the move than waiting for the elevator.
She strode with all her mustered confidence toward the guard station. The nearer guard looked up and smiled. The other guard was engrossed in something on the desk.
As Aideen approached, Guard One’s smile faded. Aideen’s lungs froze and her stomach twisted. She’d been made.
Guard One stood and reached toward his waist.
Aideen’s eyes followed the guard’s hand to his holster. Of course they’re armed.
“Who are you? What happened to Matt?”
Guard Two’s head snapped up as Guard One rounded the desk. Aideen stopped, considering a break for the stairs, but she couldn’t outrun a bullet.
Guard Two followed Guard One around the desk. She grabbed a bag of poison from the cart, ripped off the valve at the end, and splashed the poison into Guard One’s face. He stumbled back.
Aideen pushed the cart as hard as she could into Guard Two and ran. She threw open the stairwell door with the guards’ shouts following her.
Halfway down the first flight of stairs, an ear-splitting siren sounded. Aideen continued to the landing and down the next flight.
The stairwell door above her clanged, and she risked a glance. Guard Two peered over the railing and aimed his gun. She jigged to her right, tripping but catching her balance. Guard Two’s shot hit the wall behind her.
His tramping footsteps beat a rhythm over her pounding heart—he was closing in fast. She jumped the last two steps to the next landing and crossed to the last flight. The next shot ricocheted off the railing beside her and she screamed. She ran down two more steps, then grabbed the railing and vaulted over it.
She landed in a crouch, lost her balance, and scrambled to her feet, stealing a glance over her shoulder. Guard Two descended the final flight as Aideen burst through the door and into the main hallway.
The door thunked shut behind her and she jigged again, anticipating another shot from Guard Two. It cut through the air next to her ear and she fought back another scream.
Two more guards appeared in the hall ahead of her. They both stopped and raised their guns. She cut right, down a smaller hallway, and hoped she could find a room to duck into before the guards caught up.
Aideen plowed through a door halfway down the hall, realizing too late that anyone inside may turn her in.
The locker room appeared to be empty. Aideen darted down one row of lockers, turned left, and ran to the end of the room. There was an opening in the wall to her right and she rushed that way. Showers. She ducked into one, pulled the curtain, and turned on the water.
Shouts met her ears over the running water. If the guards came back here, they’d see her soaking shoes and catch her for sure.
Aideen removed her shoes, socks, and pants, just to be safe. She gathered the sopping wet clothes and her bag of poison, hugging them to her chest.
Eyes glued to the floor under the shower curtain, she trembled as she strained to hear the guards. A pair of work shoes paused outside her stall. She held her breath. The shoes hesitated, then moved on. Seconds later, they passed in the other direction. Aideen exhaled. She waited until she believed the voices had left, then shut off the water.
Her hair dripped, pattering on the floor, and her shirt clung to her as she gripped the sopping bundle in her arms. She listened for any signs of activity in the locker area. Certain the guards had left, she pulled back the curtain.
Too close. Maybe trying to find Rag Man isn’t the best idea. If I could get out of here and find some help . . .
Trailing drops of water behind her, Aideen returned to the lockers. She started up the first row and placed her wet bundle on a bench so she could test lockers, looking for an open one to ‘borrow’ some dry clothes.
She found jeans, socks, and a sweatshirt easily enough. The shirt was a little big, but she liked them baggy. When she turned down the last row of lockers, searching for shoes, she almost collided with a short but gangling nurse pulling her hospital clogs out of her locker. The nurse stared at Aideen through coaster-sized, round glasses that magnified her eyes, reminding Aideen of a praying mantis. Mantis Nurse’s sneakers stood in front of the open locker.
“May I?” Aideen pointed to the shoes.
Mantis Nurse looked down, confused. She peered at Aideen’s stocking feet and nodded, her expression unchanged.
“Thanks.” Aideen grabbed the shoes and shoved her feet into them.
Clad in dry clothes, and with her improvised ammo tucked in her waistband again, Aideen picked up her wet bundle and headed for the exit. She dumped the soggy clothes in a trashcan on her way to the door.
Pausing at a mirror, she ran her fingers through her long, wet hair. She remembered seeing a hat in one locker. She retrieved it and twisted her hair under it, studying her new style.
I guess it’ll do, as long as they don’t look too close.
Eager to find a safe place, Aideen left the locker room. What she saw of the main hall was empty, but for how long? She turned in the opposite direction and forced herself to amble down the hallway. If she had sprinted away screaming, someone may have noticed her.
She reached another door and entered, praying the guards had already checked this room. The employee lounge was currently occupied by a nurse and two men in civvies. And there was no exit.
The two men glanced at Aideen, then resumed the conversation her entrance had interrupted. The nurse eyed her as if expecting an explanation.
“Has anyone seen Matt?” she asked.
The nurse shook her head. “He hasn’t been in here.”
One of the men dismissed Aideen by flapping his hand.
She left, closing the lounge door behind her. A set of double glass doors beckoned from near the end of the hallway. Aideen again forced herself not to run and pushed through the doors into a cafeteria.
Appearing (she hoped) to be looking for someone in the dwindling lunch crowd, Aideen stopped to think. She could sneak through the kitchen. If she was lucky, there’d be a delivery truck she could . . .
“Steal, okay? No sense in pretending I’m borrowing anything. I’m not coming back to return it.” Aideen spoke under her breath, but a nearby diner glared at her sideways. Aideen shrugged.
“This job, some days. . .”
The diner nodded and went back to their sandwich.
Aideen crossed to the end of the long room, where the kitchen staff was manning the buffet. She halted at the sight of Guard Two, who was speaking with the buffet line’s cashier.
Aideen spun away, yanking the hat lower over her face, and considered her options. She couldn’t return to the main hall; there would be more guards there. She spied an exterior door and headed for it.
She glanced over her shoulder. Guard Two’s eyes met hers, and she froze. She supposed it could have been worse if she had hidden in the basement or in a closet. A groan caught in her throat when she realized she already did the hiding-in-the-shower bit.
The cashier said something to Guard Two, and he turned to respond. Aideen hurried through the door before he got another look at her.
AIDEEN’S HEAD THROBBED, and she stumbled. Her hat fell off and her wet hair slapped her in the face.
“Must be all the blacking out.”
She caught herself on all fours but gave herself a moment before standing and gawking at the scene around her.
“I knew I was dreaming!”
She stood in her living room. It must have been hers; every detail was right. Except for the mirror. When she left, shards of glass littered the carpet. Now, the mirror was intact.
“Which proves it.” She shook her head. “Intense.”
When she considered how much she drank last night, she should be either drunk or hungover, depending on how long it had been. The clock read 8:06 a.m. What did she drink last night? Her life would be so much easier with hangover-free alcohol.
She entered the kitchen, hunting for breakfast. The bourbon bottle on the counter distracted her from any thoughts of food. She studied the label and its normal, relatively harmless Earth-turkey. The kind you slaughtered and ate on Thanksgiving Day. The realization solidified the idea that Aideen’s crazy journey had been concocted by her mind.
“I made up the monsters because I see these turkeys all the time.”
She grabbed a glass, poured the golden liquid, and held the glass to her lips when she recalled a snippet of her dream.
‘You’re destined for important things …’
Details of both the conversation with Sterling and the whole dream flooded back. Normally, she forgot details as time passed, not remembered them.
“What the hell is going on?” She placed the glass next to the bottle.
“Come on, Fartzpatrick. You know you want a drink.” Her high school bully Damien’s disembodied voice echoed through the room.
Where did that come from?
“Drink it, Fartzy.”
“No.”
“Ade.” She could picture her Grandfather shaking his head. “What have you gotten yourself into now?”
“Grandad? Where are you?” Aideen spun, looking for the source of the voices.
“Aideen, grab Daddy’s Go-Juice from the fridge, will you?”
“Daddy?” Aideen’s voice rose, and she felt three feet tall. She remembered how her father would collapse on the couch after work. He’d ask her to get a beer for him, calling it his ‘Go-Juice.’
“Grab one for yourself, while you’re at it.” Her father’s voice took on a sinister tone.
Aideen crushed her ears with her hands.
“Stop. This isn’t happening. You’re dead.”
“Daddy’s dead and I’m in charge.” Her mother cackled. “Do as I say, you worthless brat.”
Aideen cried. Mother had always been good for that.
“Drink it, Fartzy.” Damien goaded. “If you want to shut us up, drink it.”
She reached a shaking hand out and closed her fingers around the glass. As she raised it again, the smooth nectar inside became bubbling black goo.
Poison. She slammed the glass onto the counter. Her hand pulsed as shards pierced her palm and fingers. As she held it in front of her face, blood trickled down her wrist.
“This isn’t real. None of you are here. Leave me alone!” She grabbed the bourbon bottle by the throat and smashed it against the counter. Eye twitching, she fought the urge to cut someone.
Good thing no one else was here.
“What are you gonna do, Fartzy? Try to kill yourself again?” Damien’s voice laughed.
“Shut up!” She screamed as she dragged the broken bottle along the inside of her left arm, elbow to wrist.
Blood streamed onto the floor as Aideen dropped to her knees, dry heaving. Damien’s laughter faded, along with a parting thought from her mother.
“You need to wake up, Aideen.”
“I am awake!”
Aideen hurled the bloody, broken bottle at the wall, which rippled as the glass disappeared. Aideen tensed, then remembered her mirror. It had rippled like that when her dream began.
Sniffling, she approached the wall. She took care not to walk straight into it, in case she was imagining things. She tried pressing her hand against the wall, but her hand continued right through.




Chapter Five
It was an illusion. Aideen choked back a sob. She walked through the wall and stood outside the prison, blood pooling in the dirt next to her. Knees threatening to buckle, she forced herself to walk. Nausea knotted her stomach.
Keep moving. If I stop, they’ll catch me.
She wondered how many people the Trappers found, having succumbed to their nightmares and huddled or unconscious, just outside the door.
The illusions must be triggered by tripwires or something. How did they choose the illusions? Brain scans?
She shuddered, and her knees gave out. Crawling, she made her way around the corner of the building, dirt sticking to the blood on her arm.
“Aideen!”
She kept crawling, unsure if she was imagining another voice. Then she recognized it, but not from her old life.
“Come on. They’ll notice you Realized soon.” Rag Man grabbed her by the armpits and yanked her up.
“Realized what?”
He ducked under her good arm and took most of her weight as they shuffled away from Jay Ridge and into a small forest. “Realized that was just an illusion. Once you Realize, the illusion is broken.”
Aideen frowned, then realized something else. “They were taking you to Jay Ridge, too. How did you get out?”
“I have my ways.”
“How long was I in there?”
“Hard to say for sure.” He steered her around an old stump. “Four or five hours?”
“That’s all? This day is dragging on forever.”
“It’s the usual twenty-eight hours, just like any other day.”
“Twenty-eight?” Aideen cried out as a branch whipped the gash on her arm.
“What did they do to you?” Rag Man jerked his head toward Aideen’s arm.
“I did this. I had to make it stop. Can we rest?”
“They’ll know where we went. They’ll see the blood.”
“Then what’s the point of running?” Her head was trying to float away; her spine was the kite string keeping it from flying off. That reminded her of the tree with the brain, and her stomach lurched. “If they’re going to catch up to us anyway, we may as well catch our breath. Maybe sit for a minute.”
Rag Man leaned Aideen against a tree and rummaged in the undergrowth.
“We don’t have a minute.” He tied a vine of some sort around her bleeding arm. “That’s all I can do for now. We’ll find someone to patch you up in the village.”
A gruff voice and a Turkey’s screech carried through the woods.
“Hear that? They’re right behind us. When they catch us, they will kill us both. And believe me, they won’t make it quick.”
“I can’t go on. My legs . . .”
“Come on.” Rag Man turned his back to her and squatted. “Get on.”
“You can’t carry me.”
“Get on or I’m leaving you here.”
Another Turkey screech reverberated through the trees. Aideen lurched onto Rag Man’s back and he trotted away from their pursuers.
As they continued, Aideen admired Rag Man’s stamina. For someone who appeared to be in worse shape than she was in, he ran with dead weight amazingly well.
As Aideen saw more daylight filtering in between the trees, the sounds of their pursuers faded.
“Did they stop chasing us?”
“They’re not big fans of where we’re heading.”
“The village?” Aideen doubted she wanted to be anywhere near a place those monsters were afraid of.
“The Chasm.”
WITH THE FOREST BEHIND THEM, Aideen and Rag Man trudged across barren rocks. Aideen tripped over an outcropping.
“I see why the Trappers hate coming this way. Isn’t there a road or something?”
“We’re close,” Rag Man said.
“What’s so interesting about a big hole in the ground?”
“I want you to meet someone.”
“In a chasm?”
“The Chasm is her home.”
“I’m not sure what’s crazier: living in a chasm or being friends with someone who lives in a chasm.”
“She can help you.”
“No. I don’t want to get anyone else hurt or killed.”
“Who’s been hurt or killed?”
“My dad, my grandad, my ex . . . I got you captured. And Sterling.”
“Sterling is okay.”
“What?” Aideen halted.
“He told me the tower burned. He was trapped under rubble in the pond but freed himself. When he surfaced, and you were gone, he feared your Trapper had taken you to Jay Ridge.”
“When did you talk to him? Where is he now? Will he still help me?”
“He went home to dry off. He’ll be waiting for us in the village.” Rag Man pointed ahead, into the barren expanse ahead of them.
They continued in silence until Aideen put a shaky hand to her mouth.
“Are you okay?” Rag Man asked.
“Just a little nauseous. Maybe from losing consciousness so much.”
“When did you last have a gojoos?”
“The one you gave me was my only one.”
Rag Man nodded. “Withdrawal. Sterling will likely have gojoos you can have.”
“I thought you said it was for hangovers.”
“It is,” Rag Man said. “But it also eases symptoms of withdrawal.”
“Sounds like magic.”
Rag Man shrugged.
“You’ll get in trouble with the Trappers for helping me, won’t you?”
“I’m wanted for worse than helping Refuse evade Trappers.”
What did he mean? Had he killed people? Was Aideen even on the right side of whatever was happening?
Maybe the Trappers were the ones trying to save the world. Sure, their punishment for addiction was harsher than the crime, but you fixed that with a civil conversation among leaders. There must be a compromise. It didn’t need to come to ‘us versus them,’ right?
“We’ll stop to see my friend on the way to the village,” he continued. “She can explain how you’ll get home, but you need to help us with something before you go.”
“What’s that?”
“I’ll let the Ostrich explain.”
“Where I come from, ostriches can’t talk.”
“They have their own form of communication. If you pay attention, you’ll understand.”
“Why can’t I go back to the atrium I arrived in? Can’t I go home that way?”
“That won’t work. I promise, we can get you home, but we need your help.”
“Why me? Aren’t there others who can help? Or is it just those guys?” She jabbed her thumb over her shoulder.
“You’re different. It needs to be you.”
“Why? What if I never came here?”
“We didn’t know it would be you, specifically, but we knew you would be here.”
“What does that even mean?”
“The Ostrich will explain.”
“Is the Ostrich a king or something?”
“No. She’s more of a living god.”
Aideen stopped and stared at Rag Man. “A god? In real life? Is she immortal?”
“Possibly.”
They continued and soon came to a gaping mouth in the ground. Almost as if the earth was screaming at the sky. Aideen took one step closer to the edge of the Chasm and peered down.
A bird, curled in a nest on a ledge sixty feet below, had different coloring from that of the Turkeys Aideen had seen. Is it a young Turkey or a different monster altogether?
The bird lifted her head and peered at them. She appeared to size Aideen up, as much as Aideen sized up the bird.
“That’s her,” Rag Man said.
Her head was spotted with feathers, but her face was less menacing than the Turkeys’. A rounded beak and soft eyes suggested this bird was gentle . . . but Aideen didn’t drop her guard.
The Ostrich stretched to its full height, revealing a body Aideen recognized as an ordinary ostrich’s. Unlike Earth ostriches, this one had a fluffy tail, plumage ringing her neck, and dragon wings covered in long feathers.
She spread her wings and rose into the sky, hovering above Aideen and Rag Man for a few seconds before landing on the lip of the Chasm. She approached Rag Man first. They stared at each other, Rag Man nodding.
Aideen glanced from Rag Man to the Ostrich, waiting for either of them to speak.
The Ostrich turned to Aideen, twisting her neck to look at her from different angles. Aideen tensed and her eyes narrowed as the Ostrich neared, but she kept her ground. They studied each other up close.
“The Ostrich welcomes you to D’Nal Harrim,” Rag Man said. “And thanks you for coming to see her.”
Aideen peeked at Rag Man from the corner of her eye.
“Thanks? I haven’t exactly had fun so far.”
“The Ostrich says it hasn’t been much fun for D’Nalians either. Which is why we need your help.”
“How am I supposed to help?”
“This conversation might be easier if you listened to the Ostrich directly.”
Aideen gazed at the Ostrich. She couldn’t read the bird’s expression, but she knew she missed something.
“Is the Ostrich going to say something?”
“The Ostrich has been communicating this whole time. You need to listen.”
How do you hear something when there’s no sound?
The same way you speak without opening your mouth, a foreign voice replied.
“Shit, what was that?” Aideen recoiled.
“That’s the Ostrich,” Rag Man said.
“She can hear everything I’m thinking?”
“No, only what you broadcast. It does take practice.”
You are hurt, the Ostrich thought.
Aideen looked at her arm, which she had somehow forgotten. “Yeah, I should do something about that.” She tried to tighten the bloody vine with one had. “Sorry.” Yes, I need to—
I hear you, the Ostrich thought. I will be quick, so you can continue to the village and find help.
Thank you. She struggled with the vine, hoping the bleeding had slowed enough that she’d manage to last that long.
You were brought here by the leader of the Trappers, the Ostrich began. They’re searching for the Prophesied One. They’re afraid that the prophecy will come true. Which, of course, it will.
What prophecy?
Rag Man’s voice chimed in her head as he approached her to assist with the tourniquet. The Creator from Away who rises and falls in reverse to the sun will lead us. War against the greatest evil shall be won.
If they’re afraid of the prophecy coming true, why bring the Prophesied One here?
So they can deal with you on their own terms, the Ostrich thought. Anyone they believe could be the One, they send here to capture or kill so the prophecy won’t come true.
That’s how the Dark Man found me when I arrived.
Yes, Rag Man thought. The leader of the Trappers, Jimmy, is Away, sending Refuse over, and he tells his Trappers here when someone’s coming.
Aideen’s stomach dropped at the mention of her bartender. Could it be the same guy? No, Jimmy was as Boston as they come. Shit, did I broadcast that?
You broadcast the question, the Ostrich thought. We heard nothing before that.
How does he send people over?
No time for that now, the Ostrich thought. I need your word you’ll help us, so you can find help for that arm. The Ostrich swiveled her neck to face Rag Man. Tell her.
Rag Man took over as the Ostrich returned to her nest.
“You need to let Sterling take you east, to the Brown Ostrich.”
“Another Ostrich?”
“This one is a place where Refuse go to train so they can defeat their Trappers. Traditionally, a Trapper hunts a Refuse. The Refuse either gets caught, and the Trapper finds new prey, or the Refuse kills the Trapper and keeps their freedom.”
“Until this prophesied war.”
“Yes,” Rag Man said. “We need you to train. You can’t leave until you’ve defeated your Trapper.”
“But you just said some Trappers aren’t killed . . . they go on to trap other Refuse. Why do I need to kill this Trapper?”
Haven’t you been listening? The Ostrich had returned with a string of green rocks dangling from her beak. They suspect you of being the Prophesied One. So do we.
That’s ridiculous. I couldn’t survive a war, let alone lead one.
We’ll see, the Ostrich thought.
What is that? Aideen pointed to the green stones hanging from the Ostrich’s beak.
The Ostrich held them out, and Aideen took what turned out to be a necklace. Made entirely of what looked like raw emeralds, the strand of chunky stones held a large, vaguely heart-shaped pendant. She ran her finger over an inscription, in the odd D’Nalese script, across the front of the heart. Aideen could not read it.
She turned the cool stones over in her hands, contemplating. This prophecy stuff couldn’t be true. At least, not about her. It was the sort of story people told of great (often fictional) heroes, the ones that set out to save the world. Like Link. Or Harry Potter (in Deathly Hallows, at least).
I’m not exactly Harry. I’m just trying to find a way home.
The whole idea of being someone important appealed to her. The adventure so far was less than thrilling, but with help, maybe things would change.
Crazy much? What do you expect will happen? You save D’Nal Harrim, they carry you on their shoulders . . . Then what? They say ‘later’ and you go home? What if it’s not so easy? What if you’re hurt or killed?
Did it matter? She had nothing back home. Besides, she had always aspired to do something of importance. This could give her the opportunity to prove she could be of value. She hadn’t managed that since high school.
Her arm twinged; she needed to answer. She peered up into the hopeful eyes of Rag Man and smiled when she saw the Ostrich’s nearly identical expression.
Sign me up.
Rag Man clapped his hands together as the Ostrich honked like a goose and flapped her wings.
Excellent! Rag Man thought. We’ll guide you to the Bo—the Brown Ostrich—straight away. Dawn will be thrilled to meet you, and we’ll start your training before the day is out.
“Calm down before I change my mind.” Aideen laughed, suddenly nervous at the responsibility ahead of her.
Time to go, Aideen, the Ostrich thought. You need that arm checked out, then Sterling can bring you to the Bo.
I can bring her to the village, Rag Man thought.
No, the Ostrich thought. I need you to do something else for me. Wait here, and I’ll take her.
Rag Man nodded to the Ostrich.
“Good luck,” he said to Aideen. “I’m sure we’ll meet again soon.”
The Ostrich turned her side to Aideen and hunched down.
Get on and hold tight, the Ostrich thought.
Aideen climbed onto the Ostrich’s back. She was afraid to hold the bird’s neck, fearing she’d choke her by accident. She held the Ostrich’s shoulders and squeezed her legs behind the bird’s dragon wings.
The Ostrich leaped into the air, jostling Aideen, and soared northeast, toward Sterling.
Crags gave way to soft, grassy earth. Tiny shadows on the horizon grew into houses. Aideen heard voices, then a Turkey squawk as the Ostrich circled and landed just outside the village.
I must return, the Ostrich thought. Sterling will guide you further. Good luck, Young One.
I’m not that young. Aideen slid to the ground.
If you are truly the Prophesied One, the Ostrich thought. You were born nearly seven hundred years ago. But you are not seven hundred years old.
No. Not even close. Aideen stepped back and the Ostrich nodded and took off, gliding through the air toward her chasm.
Seven hundred years ago? Not possible.
Another squawk grabbed Aideen’s attention and she turned onto what turned out to be the only street. Not a proper street but a dirt road. But central enough to allow her a full view of the scene playing out in the village center.
Sterling was indeed alive and well. For now, anyway. His back to Aideen, he faced off against a Turkey . . . and the nurse she had knocked out when she escaped Jay Ridge: Matt.
Matt saw Aideen and sneered. Sterling turned.
“Stay back, Aideen!”
“That’s the best you can offer her?” Matt laughed. “That won’t help after I’ve dealt with you.”
“I won’t step aside.”
“Take him,” Matt commanded.
The Turkey charged at Sterling.
“No!” Aideen searched for something to distract the Turkey with. The Turkey took Sterling in its talons.
A smiling sun painted on a stone smiled up at Aideen from a garden in front of one house. She picked it up and ran her finger over the crude portrait. A child’s, she guessed.
Sorry, kid. Aideen ran toward the Turkey as the beast rose into the air.
“I can’t let you do that.”
Matt blocked Aideen’s path. Aideen tried to evade him, but he held her. She tried to ignore the pain shooting through her left arm as she struggled against his grip, watching Sterling dangling in the air. Sterling called to her.
“Go east. Find Dawn.” He pointed as the Turkey whisked him away.
Aideen stopped fighting against Matt’s grip. “What are you doing? You don’t want to be on the wrong side of things.”
Matt laughed.
“Oh, I’ve chosen the right side.” He smiled. “I’m thrilled they gave me the opportunity to capture Sterling and prove my true worth as a Trapper. After this, I’ll be promoted and won’t ever have to see inside the Jay Ridge cells again.”
Aideen clawed at Matt. Remembering the rock in her right hand, she slammed it into his temple.




Chapter Six
Aideen crouched to take Matt’s pulse. He may be unconscious, but he was alive. Torn between relief at not having killed him and the desire to finish what she started, she considered her choices. A pounding headache interrupted her thoughts.
Plus, the longer she took to decide, the farther the Turkey got with Sterling. She dropped the rock and ran, stumbled rather, north after them. Through the stand of trees just outside the village, it surprised her to find herself not far south of the Compass Pond.
To avoid looking at the tree that made her queasy, she scanned the sky for the Turkey. The damn thing flew too fast. Not a single spot in the sky betrayed its location. She slowed to a jog before coming to a shaky stop by the western shore of the pond.
The former tower’s dome jutted out of the water. The elevator rested on its side, near the southern shore.
Nothing there to help me now.
Aideen gazed past the wreckage, wondering how far the Bo was. The Ostrich and Sterling were eager for her to find it. But could she leave Sterling when he’s in such danger? He wouldn’t, had the roles been reversed.
Now what? Hike through a forest and up a mountain . . . with no supplies, no help, and a bum arm?
She again noticed the nondescript building squatting all alone in the middle of the desert to the west. Not close, but closer than whatever lay east. Her arm still bled, and she didn’t have a lot of blood left to lose.
Mystery building it is.
AIDEEN ARRIVED AT WHAT proved to be little more than a shack. She studied the weathered sign over the splintered wooden door. “Froug Pound” was scrawled under a crude rendering of a frog squatting on a lily pad.
Since when does anyone spell ‘frog’ with a ‘u’? I guess that makes this place the Frog Pond?
She opened the door and butterflies that had been dormant in her stomach awakened and started to flutter. The familiar and comforting aromas of hops and yeast caressed her nostrils. Conversations hummed and the clinking of glasses whispered sweet nothings in her ears. Thirst enveloped her, and she longed for a drink. She squeezed her eyes shut.
Remember why you’re here.
Opening her eyes, she stepped up to the counter and waited as the bartender put away a glass and slung a bar cloth over their shoulder. As they turned toward Aideen, their bold, scarlet lips parted in a bright smile.
“What can I get you, honey?” The bartender sidled over, tucking their flowing hair back to reveal a strong, chiseled jawline. “Whoa, that looks bad. Let me grab my kit.”
Aideen waited as they ducked behind the bar. They re-emerged with a large first aid kit.
“Gimme that arm, and I’ll clean up whatever you’ve got going on.”
Aideen laid her arm on the bar. The bartender untied the vine and dabbed around the wound, apologizing every time Aideen flinched.
“What happened?”
“I escaped from Jay Ridge. There was . . . a trap.”
“Escaped Jay Ridge? That’s a feat. Lucky you came away with only this.” They dabbed the last of the dried blood away from the cut. “This needs stitches. You should see a proper nurse.”
“I can’t do that. I need to get to that mountain in the forest.”
“Crowned Eagle Mountain? Why? The only things up there are the kahprahlehsee and the old prison tower.”
“What the heck is a capra-lessy?”
“It’s what happens when Turkeys get too friendly with the village goats. Goat bodies, Turkey wings, mutated heads. You’re sure to see them if you’re headed up the mountain.”
“Sterling Falcon is up there. I need to save him.”
“They took Sterling? Holy Ostrich. They must have found . . .” They furrowed their thick brow. “Why do you need to save him?”
“It’s my fault they took him. He was trying to help me.”
Their eyebrows jumped.
“You’re the one? I never . . .” They rummaged in the first aid kit and pulled out gauze and tape. “I’ll tape you up as best I can, but it will be night long before you make it up the mountain. I have a spare cot. Stay here, rest up, and you can leave in the morning.”
They wound the gauze around her arm, wrapping it like the neck of a baseball bat.
“That’s kind, but I’d hate to make Sterling wait.”
“You think you’re gonna get there faster in the dark? With that arm? Stay here, get a warm meal and a good night’s sleep, and you’ll be able to see where you’re going in the morning. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with that forest in the dark.”
“What does that even mean?”
“It means I’m making up the cot for you. What would you like for dinner? Roasted Turkey?”
“I’m feeling a little queasy. I’d rather not eat.”
The bartender eyed her. She felt a bead of sweat trickle down her brow. She wiped it away with a trembling hand.
“Are you in withdrawal?”
“No, I’m just tired. I’ve been running since I got here.”
The bartender shook their head. “Honey, you can’t fool me.”
They ducked under the bar and came up with a gojoos. Aideen’s mouth watered as they sliced it half and put it on a plate in front of her.
“Eat up.” They placed a spoon beside the plate. “You’ll feel better. Meanwhile, I’ll go make up that cot for you.” They disappeared through a door behind the bar.
Aideen glanced at the other patrons. Some were in animated conversation with their companions. Some were quiet, their only company pint glasses filled with clear, liquid gold. She licked her lips, turned back to the bar, and picked up the spoon.
AIDEEN WIPED HER MOUTH and tossed the napkin onto her empty breakfast plate, sticky with green juice. She didn’t know how it worked, but the gojoos had cleared her head and eased the sweating and shakes. All she felt now was a pang of guilt over taking so long to get to Sterling.
The bartender stepped out of the back room and slapped a rucksack onto the bar.
“This is all I could rummage up, but the other option is miles out of your way.” They emptied the sack to show Aideen her supplies.
“There’s water in here.” The bartender brandished a canteen. “A few sandwiches and some DSCOs that should keep.” They pulled these out and laid them on the bar next to the canteen.
Discos, not Neccos. Aideen wondered if they tasted the same.
The bartender also provided a knife that reminded her of her grandfather’s old KA-BAR and some matches that would come in handy. She wasn’t so sure about the frayed rope.
“It looks sad,” the bartender said. “But that’s the strongest rope in D’Nal Harrim. Braided kahsihvee stalks.”
Aideen shrugged. “Better than going in completely unprepared. Thank you.” She stuffed the supplies, and the extra gauze and tape, back into the sack.
“One more thing.”
The bartender ducked under the bar and came up with three gojoos, which they laid in front of Aideen. “Take these, for when you start feeling lousy. But for now . . .” they poured a shot of something that stung her nostrils.
“I shouldn’t.” Aideen put up her hand as the bartender pushed the shot glass toward her.
“It’ll calm your nerves. At least enough to set foot into the woods. And maybe help a little with the pain.” They nodded at her arm.
She hesitated. “I can’t pay.”
“Honey, just bring Sterling home safe.”
So much for getting out without a drink. Aideen dumped the liquid down her throat. It stung like vodka but had the smoky flavor of an aged whiskey. The empty glass dared her to have another. She wondered how many she could knock back before she felt the effects.
No more. Plunking the glass on the counter, she stood and snatched the rucksack. “Thanks for that. I should go.”
“One last thing.” The bartender grabbed a napkin and a pen and scribbled a picture. “I don’t have a proper map, but that should give you a rough idea of where you’re headed.”
They passed it to Aideen, who studied it. More desert between here and the forest. The forest stretched to the mountain. The D’Nalese labels on some of the landmarks were no help, but the pictures were enough to go on.
“Thank you.” Aideen folded the napkin and slid it into her pocket.
“Good luck, honey.”
THE DESERT WAS BIGGER than Aideen had imagined and became much harsher as she traveled north. She had tried to decipher the label on the bartender’s map, but it looked like it said ‘chcrlhn plyn.’
Would a vowel or two kill them? At any rate, she didn’t know what to call it. “‘Desert from the Pits of Hell,’ perhaps.”
She stumbled over one of the infinite dunes of ash-like sand. Falling to her knees, she decided it was time for a break. She took a swig from her canteen and caught her breath. When lying down in the sand for a nap started sounding like a good idea, she stood and pressed on.
When the ground under her feet became firmer, she looked up. The sand gave way to odd-looking shrubs, which gave way to trees. Aideen sighed and pushed on. As she staggered along the path, she processed all the crazy information from the Ostrich and Rag Man.
She hadn’t prepared for a journey like this. Would she even survive? How long would it take? Aideen imagined being attacked, panicking, and getting slaughtered. Her body rotting on the forest path while Sterling died alone in a dank cell.
It wasn’t that crazy. The Dark Man (and the Turkeys) knew she was on her way. They could attack her long before she ever got close to Sterling. Or she could twist her ankle. Or trip and hit her head. Were there bears? What if she got lost? She might roam the forest in circles for days.
What if she made it to the tower, but couldn’t help Sterling escape? What if she had to watch him die because she wasn’t good enough?
“This is too much. I can’t do this alone.” Aideen turned and began to retrace her steps.
She halted. There was no one else.
Everyone seemed to think she was the Prophesied One. If she was to lead an army to victory, rescuing one guy from a tower on a mountain in the woods shouldn’t be a problem. It’s not like there’d be an army waiting for her. Or would there be?
I wish Grandad was here. He would help me.
If he were still alive and in this strange place with Aideen, he couldn’t do much, not with his cancer-ravaged body. But he always said the right thing to calm her down. He’d know what to do.
But I don’t need him to tell me, do I?
Aideen turned on the spot to face into the forest again. She couldn’t let Sterling down. Even as the Turkey whisked him away, his concern was for her, not himself.
I need to go on.
Aideen clenched her right hand into a fist and strode along the forest path. She stared ahead, focused on not losing her nerve.
“As long as I do the best I can now, whatever happens, at least I’ll know I tried instead of hiding like a coward.”
Not sure it would provide much comfort if she failed, or if she came across the Turkeys again, Aideen pushed on.
THE D’NALIAN PLANT LIFE was starting to feel familiar. If she spent much more time in this forest, she might forget what the forests back home looked like. She pictured the park near her house. Her favorite part about Boston trees was the fiery colors of the leaves in the fall.
“Before they fall off and turn a muddy brown. Then you gotta rake them all up before the snow falls, or they’ll be waiting for you where you left them come spring.”
Not that Aideen minded the raking, at first. She had been so excited to be a homeowner, finding joy in all the mundane chores. She hadn’t minded . . .
Until I started drinking five hours a night after work.
Thinking about her drinking habits and acknowledging the truth, for once, made her queasy. The more she thought about it, the more she realized her friends and family were right to worried about her.
She wondered if she’d ever break the habit when a fog rolled in. Except, judging by the stench of tar and rotting fish, this was no ordinary fog.
Aideen held her nose with one hand. “What the heck is this?”
The stinky smoke became so thick, Aideen couldn’t see more than six inches in front of her.
“I can make you a deal.” A deep voice emanated from within the cloud.
“Who are you?”
“I am the one who can clear the smoke for you.”
“Fine, what’s the deal?”
“I will clear the smoke if you close your eyes and hold out your hands.”
“Easy enough.” Aideen did as she was told. “Clear the smoke already. I can’t see or breathe.”
“It is agreed.”
Aideen’s nose told her the smoke had disappeared, but when she opened her eyes, she saw even less.
“Am I blindfolded?” She tried to reach up, but her hands seemed to be tethered to her waist, like a prisoner in shackles. “What did you do?”
“I dispersed the smoke.”
“And somehow blindfolded and tied me. Are you a wizard or something?”
The voice laughed. “I am no mere wizard. Now, do you want the blindfold off?”
“Yes,” Aideen said. “But I don’t want another deal.”
She started toward the voice but stopped when a sharp pain stabbed her arm. “What was that?”
“Watch out for the spikes.” The voice laughed again.
“Bastard,” Aideen muttered.
“Will you make a deal?”
“I’m listening.” Aideen was trying to free her hands from their restraints.
“I will remove the blindfold and ropes if you hold your breath.”
“What’s the catch?” Aideen asked.
“There’s no catch.”
“Of course there is. You’ll take them off and what, you’ll bury me in quicksand? Or make me hold my breath until I pass out?”
“I wouldn’t do that,” the voice said.
“Thanks, but no deal.”
“What are you going to do, wait for someone else to come along and help you?”
“So what if I do?” Aideen challenged the voice.
The ropes around her wrists and waist tightened.
“What was that for?” she asked.
“That is what happens if you do not act.”
Aideen’s heart sped up as her mind skipped ahead to the worst-case scenario. If she did nothing, the ropes would cut circulation from her hands. Could the rope around her waist cut right through, if tightened enough?
She pictured her body, cut in half, lying amid the trees. Still conscious, she’d scream as forest animals came to feed on her, drawn by her festering flesh. Meanwhile, Sterling would starve to death in the tower, alone.
Thinking like that wouldn’t help, so she reined her thoughts back. There were two options: let the voice replace the ropes with something different (and worse, she was sure) or escape them herself.
She took a small, careful step forward and reached out as far as her arms would go, wrists first.
“What are you doing?” the voice demanded.
Aideen’s wrists searched for the spike she had sliced herself on earlier. She found it, cutting into the bandage wrapped around her left arm. She adjusted her position and worked her hands back and forth, letting the spike cut through the rope.
“I made this too easy for you.”
Aideen’s ropes yanked tighter. She flinched and felt a spike pierce her arm above her wrist. “What did I ever do to you?”
“Nothing,” the voice said. “But someone else made a deal with me to keep you occupied for a while. I pride myself on upholding my deals.”
“I noticed,” Aideen said under her breath. “Well, mission accomplished. I’m occupied.”
“I have plenty more for you.”
“I bet you do.” Aideen found the spike again and freed one wrist. She yanked the blindfold off.
A few yards ahead of her stood a man. Up to the neck, anyway. Above that, he was sporting a colorful, blue jay-style cranium.
Aideen freed her other hand, then cut the rope before taking in the rest of her surroundings.
“Costco having a sale on spikes this week?” At least two dozen three- or four-foot-long metal spikes encircled her.
“Does anyone ever laugh at your jokes?”
Aideen ignored the comment. “What’s the deal if I only want you to remove the spikes?”
She didn’t want another deal, but how was she going to get out without turning into deli meat?
“I will remove the spikes if you take off your shoes.”
“So you can turn the forest floor into hot coals?” Aideen laughed.
She tested one spike with her foot. It didn’t budge. She pressed harder and watched as the blade cut into the sole of her shoe.
“It will seem less funny when you realize you have no choice.”
“I always have a choice,” Aideen argued.
She pivoted, searching for another option. Nothing in her pack would help, unless . . . She grabbed her sheathed knife.
Jay Man smirked and crossed his arms. “You think you can cut the spike as it cut you?”
Aideen returned to the one she had named, since it had gotten so familiar with her arm. Good ol’ Slicey.
She held the knife, one hand on each end, and pressed its edge against Slicey. The spike dug into the sheath but left the knife inside unharmed. Slicey still wouldn’t budge.
“How did you plant them so well? It’s as though they were here first, and the forest grew around them.”
“How do you know that’s not the case?” Jay Man asked.
“Because I would have noticed the spikes as I walked into the Circle of Insanity.”
“You think they’re all planted so well?”
Aideen narrowed her eyes at him. Was this a trick or a hint?
“What?” Jay Man asked.
“You want me to waste my time walking around, checking each one.”
He shrugged.
She considered him a moment longer. To seem a fool for checking was preferable to being a fool for not getting herself out, so she tried each one of the spikes. (Nineteen of them, it turned out).
“You’re awfully annoying, do you know that?” Aideen returned the knife to her pack.
“And you’re awfully gullible.”
Aideen glared at him before looking up. Jay Man made a disapproving sound as Aideen took the rope from her pack, then tossed the pack over the spikes.
“It would have been much more interesting if you had made the deal,” Jay Man said.
“This is plenty interesting.”
Aideen tied a loop and swung the rope like a lasso. With her eye on a broken stump from a branch, conveniently positioned over a large bough hanging over the circle of spikes, she let go. The rope smacked the ground and Aideen reeled it in to try again.
Jay Man watched, smirk unmoving while he adjusted his sleeves, as she tried twice more before catching her target.
She eyed the spikes between her and freedom. Would she clear them? But what’s another cut when otherwise she’d still be in that stupid circle while Sterling’s waiting out his death sentence?
Aideen climbed the rope, swinging as she ascended, and sure enough, a spike caught her calf.
“That must hurt.”
“You’re not helping,” Aideen grunted. “Why don’t you go ‘occupy’ the Dark Man for a while?”
“Who is this ‘Dark Man’?” Jay Man asked.
“The Trapper who’s been chasing me the whole time I’ve been here.”
She reached the bough and pulled herself up to straddle it as blood from the gash on her calf seeped through her pant leg. The growing stain on her sleeve indicated her scab had reopened, too.
“What makes you think he’s the one I made the deal with?” Jay Man crossed his arms.
“Who else would try to keep me occupied?”
Jay Man shrugged before answering her first question. “He’s less amusing.”
Aideen snorted as she freed and coiled the rope. “That’s for sure.”
She dumped the rope coil on the ground near her pack and crawled along the branch until she was clear of the circle. She jumped down and peered at her leg.
“I can heal that for you—”
“If I do a cartwheel and quack like a duck.” Aideen spit snarkily as she mimed flapping wings.
“There’s no need to mock me.” He thrust his fists onto his hips.
“Come on, we were starting to get along.” Aideen dug through her pack, pulling out the gauze and medical tape. She bandaged her leg, then re-taped her arm and hand.
“Are you trying to play for sympathy?”
“No,” she said. “I don’t need them getting infected while I climb the mountain, come back down, and hike out of the forest again.”
“You should have put some antiseptic on them.”
“You should mind your own business.” Aideen returned the rope to her pack.
“It appears your ‘Dark Man’ underestimated your intelligence.”
“What do you mean?”
“He didn’t think you’d figure a way out of this one,” Jay Man said. “He had you pegged for two more deals.”
“I’m happy to disappoint him.” She slung her pack over her shoulders and started past Jay Man.
He tried engaging her one last time. “I can tell you the future.”
“Why would I need that?”
“If you know what will happen, you could save an extra day in the forest.”
“Unless it includes Sterling appearing right in front of me, you’ve got the wrong future.”
“I can tell you his past,” Jay Man said.
“Why would I want to know that?”
“There are things he won’t share which may interest you.”
Aideen hesitated, curious, but shook her head. “Sorry, Jay Man. Find someone else to occupy.” She continued further from him, brushing a stray branch out of her path.
“Suit yourself, Alk Girl.”
She turned to glare at him, but he had vanished. So had the spikes.
“That was weird.” She shrugged. “I guess the forest has gotta do better than that to stop the Prophesied One.”
She felt guilty at her audacious use of the title. It felt strange, like when she was little and tried on her dad’s suit jacket as he was dressing for a job interview. The jacket had been longer than she was tall and dragged on the floor behind her when she walked. She pressed on, wondering what else the forest had in store for her.
AFTER WANDERING FOR SOME TIME, Aideen came to a fork. She consulted her map.
“No fork. Now what?”
She looked at both paths ahead of her and after some hesitation, started down the left path. The farther she got along this path, the more undergrowth creeped out into the path. The canopy overhead grew thicker and it grew harder to see.
Her imagination convinced her there were snakes or panthers or monsters she couldn’t conceive of waiting for her if she continued. She scurried back to the fork and took the path to the right.
As she walked, she got the distinct feeling she was getting farther from the mountain. She kept going, not eager to try the other path again. When she came to a break in the trees and saw the mountain was farther away, she turned around to head back to the fork. After only a few steps, she stopped.
What am I even doing?
She slung her pack to the ground, plopped herself next to it and took out her napkin map.
“That was the Frog Pond. Some letters resemble English letters, and the language seems to be phonetic.” She poured over the other labels. “I can figure this out.”
“This line around the edge is ‘tryn trehrs’? I don’t know what that is. ‘Mowntin’: that’s easy enough to guess. ‘Lyr’? It looks like a lake or something. Oh, if that’s a lake, then ‘tryn trehrs’ could be train tracks! The path, and . . . what’s this?” The label on a scribble to the east of the path made no sense, even translated. “‘Imuhn’?”
Jay Man appeared.
“I thought you left.”
“You called me.”
“No, I—” Aideen glanced from the napkin to Jay Man. “You’re Imuhn?”
Imuhn bowed. “At your service.”
“You’re not here to give me a hard time?”
“I don’t give hard times. I make deals.”
“All right.” She stuffed the napkin into her pocket. “What kind of deal would I need to make for you to bring me to that stupid mountain?”
Imuhn turned as Aideen pointed, and chuckled as he faced her again.
“You don’t need a deal for that. You’re on the right path.”
“But I’m tired, I’m bleeding through my bandages, and I don’t have the energy to go another . . .” She waved her hand, unable to even guess at the distance.
“Six miles, from here to the mountain.”
“Six miles? Not gonna happen. I still need to climb the mountain too.”
“I could take you to the top of the mountain.”
“What would it cost me?”
“I would need all the food in your pack.”
Aideen shook her head. “What if you took me to the foot of the mountain?”
“I can take you to the base of the mountain if you drink from the river once you’re there.”
“Deal. I need to fill my canteen anyway.” She stood and gathered her things.
Imuhn took her hand and they were standing on the bank of a clear, shallow river. Ahead of Aideen, thirty yards away, the ground rose to form the base of the elusive mountain.
“Thank you.” She stepped onto a flat stone jutting out into the river.
“You must drink, remember.” Imuhn motioned to the water.
Aideen kneeled and filled her canteen. She raised it to Imuhn in a silent toast, then tilted it back and gulped down its contents. As she lowered the empty vessel and wiped a drip from her chin, she turned, smiling, back to Imuhn.
Imuhn nodded. “If you need anything else, just call.”
“Who are you?” Aideen asked.
“I will tell you that if you tell me who you are.” The man with the blue jay’s head crossed his arms.
Aideen frowned, looking at herself then at Jay Man. “I don’t know who I am.” How is it possible I remember nothing before this moment?
“Then all I can tell you is this: if you continue ahead, you will risk your life, but for love. If you turn back, you will risk your life, but for fear. Choose wisely.”
With that, Jay Man vanished.




Chapter Seven
The strangeness of Aideen's surroundings quickened her pulse as she surveyed the imposing landscape. Each direction was as unfamiliar as the last. Which was ‘ahead’ and which was ‘back’? Had she been going to the mountain, or was she leaving it? Or had she been following the river?
The weight of the pack on her shoulders caught her attention and she shrugged it off. She rummaged for a clue. Food, knife, rope . . . “Where was I going?”
She considered her options. Go up the mountain, which may offer nothing useful. Go west through the woods, as east was yet more forest. Though, to the south, a path cut through the trees.
That’s probably ‘back.’ I don’t want to risk my life at all, so maybe I should go east or west.
She stood, and a weight thumped against her collarbone. She pulled a necklace from under her shirt and held it up.
“Gibberish. How can I not even read?” She tucked the necklace away and turned west.
AIDEEN WANDERED FOR SOME time before she encountered another path heading deeper into the forest. Someone had to have made it. Was she close to an answer? She followed the path, deep in thought. In fact, she was so absorbed in trying to remember, she didn’t notice the man in ragged clothing until she had nearly plowed into him.
“Thank God, another person,” Aideen said. “Do you recognize me?”
“Of course I do, Aideen.” Rag Man tilted his head. “Is something wrong?”
“Can you tell me what I’m doing in the middle of a forest? I seem to have forgotten.”
“I’m too late.” Rag Man shook his head. “The forest is glitching. The Ostrich sent me to fix it, but I only just got back from the swamp. I haven’t fixed anything yet.” He held up some dripping plants.
“You lost me at ‘the forest is glitching.’ How is that relevant?” Do forests even glitch? How much has she forgotten?
“Hang on.” Rag Man closed his eyes, straining as if listening for something. Aideen heard nothing but the ambient bird chirps and insect buzzes. She stood in silence until Rag Man opened his eyes again.
“The Ostrich says Sterling is in the tower on Crowned Eagle Mountain. You were on your way to rescue him.”
Aideen looked around, then scrunched her face at Rag Man.
“You’re hearing a talking Ostrich?”
Rag Man smiled. “You met the Ostrich. She communicates telepathically. Don’t worry. I’ll fix the root, which should stop the glitching. Then you should get your memory back.”
“But why did I lose it in the first place?”
“What’s the last thing you remember?”
Aideen closed her eyes, willing her mind to give her something before the strange exchange at the river, but got nothing. She shook her head. “I was kneeling by a river, and a man with a bird’s head told me I’d be risking my life, whether I went forward or back.”
“Imuhn.” Rag Man frowned. “Either you made a deal with him, where it cost you your memory, or you drank from the river.”
“I think I did.” She looked at her canteen. “How would that erase my memory?”
“When the forest glitches, weird stuff happens. Let’s go take care of that.” Rag Man took her hand and they started along the path again.
Aideen followed him, replaying their conversation in her head.
“Assuming I believe you about the Ostrich, who is Sterling? And why would I be rescuing him? I may not remember who I am, but I don’t look the type to be running rescue missions. Look at me, my clothes don’t even fit.” She held up her arms to prove how baggy her sweatshirt was.
“Sterling helps Refuse. Especially when they’re from Away.”
“What does that mean?”
“Sorry.” Rag Man smiled and shrugged. “Sterling helps addicts who have ended up here from other places. He was prepared to help you, but a Turkey—a large, flying monster—took him to the prison tower.” He turned and pointed to the mountain looming to the north. “The Ostrich heard about it after you had set out after him. She reached out to you, to tell you to continue to the Brown Ostrich, but you must not have heard her.”
“How many Ostriches are there? Are they all telepaths?”
“There’s only the one. Here we are.”
Rag Man jogged into a clearing that looked constructed rather than natural. Trees stood in rows along each side, with mounds dotting the center of the open, oblong space. He walked past the first five, which someone had dug into, and stood at the top of the sixth, also crowned with a handmade hole. Untouched grass carpeted the following seven. He kneeled and brushed something in the hole with his hand.
“What are you doing?” Aideen crouched across the mound from him, setting her pack aside. She looked down at a control panel fused into a giant tree root.
Rag Man pressed buttons, but nothing happened. He pried open the face of the panel with his fingers.
“Bugs.”
Dozens of them swarmed over a bundle of wires running through the control panel. It looked like the bugs were eating the wires. Aideen wasn’t familiar with electric systems, but she assumed that eating wires would cause a power outage, not just a glitch.
“What do we do?” Aideen peered into the mess.
“Kill the bugs, fix the wires.”
“How do we do that?” Aideen asked.
Rag Man held up his plants again. “Welwitch leaves and swamp mellow root. We’ll have to grind these down into a paste, but it’ll kill the bugs. Then we can patch the wires, and everything should be as good as new.”
He scanned the clearing.
“Over there.” He pointed but didn’t wait for Aideen to get up before he hurried to a boulder across the clearing. “See if you can find two rocks we can use.”
Aideen scouted the ground, grabbed two stones, and joined Rag Man at the boulder. He took one stone and kneeled to grind the dripping roots against the hard surface.
“Do those.” He motioned to the leaves.
Aideen squatted next to him and they worked in silence.
“Perfect. Grab a leaf from that tree.” Rag Man pointed. “A big one.”
Aideen plucked the biggest leaf she could find and brought it to Rag Man. He scooped the pulps onto the leaf and folded it like a taco. He massaged it, mixing the two pulps together. She followed him back to the control panel and watched as he wiped the mixture over the wires.
Some of the bugs crawled along his hand. Aideen’s skin crawled at the sight, but Rag Man simply wiped his hand off in the grass. The remaining bugs danced in spasms as they tracked through the pulp. The brief performance ended as the poison took effect and the bugs dropped dead.
“Now the wires.” Rag Man reached down to grab the wires.
“Is that safe? Touching live wires?”
“What would you suggest?”
Aideen explored the clearing as she thought, walking to a dead branch drooping from a tree. She broke two twigs off the end and returned to Rag Man.
“Hold the wires but don’t touch the exposed ends.”
Rag Man held the wires a few inches down and Aideen reached in with her twigs. She pinched the exposed ends between the twigs and spun them, twisting the wires together. At once, the ground vibrated.
“Clever. How did you know to do that?”
“The idea just popped into my head.”
“You’re remembering.”
“Not much.”
Rag Man grabbed the next pair of wires and watched Aideen repeat her process. After they repaired them all, they sat back and admired their handiwork.
“Not bad for two amateur electricians.” Rag Man smiled at her.
“I still don’t understand how I got here, or why I’m rescuing this guy, Sterling.” Aideen raised her hands in exasperation. “I don’t even know who he is. You said I’d remember once the forest was better.”
“You don’t remember anything?”
Aideen tilted her head and cocked her eyebrow at him.
“Let me see your pack.” He reached out for it.
Aideen passed it to him and he rummaged through it before holding up her canteen.
“You’ll want fresh water.” Pulling everything out of her pack, he lined up each item on the grassy mound. “There’s not much here. What was your plan?”
“If I knew, we wouldn’t still be sitting here.”
“Right. Sorry.” He peered into the bag again. “Not even a map?”
“I don’t even think I have a Chapstick.” Aideen patted her pockets. “Hang on.” She reached into her front pocket and pulled out a folded paper napkin. “Never mind. Just some trash.” She tossed it to him and lay back in the grass. “Now what?”
He smoothed the napkin between his hands. “Aideen, this isn’t trash.”
“It’s only a napkin.”
“Look.”
Aideen sat up. Rag Man held it so she could see the hand-drawn map on one side. He stood and stepped over the control panel to sit next to her.
“Did you draw this?” he asked.
“I don’t think so.” She furrowed her brow. “What are all those scribbles?”
“They’re words.” Rag Man pointed to each picture on the napkin as he read all but one label. “Do any of those sound familiar?”
Aideen shook her head.
“The path drawn here starts at the Frog Pond, the bar. You must have started there. That must be where you got your arm bandaged.” He motioned to her left arm, where blood had seeped through her shirt.
Aideen pulled up her sleeve to look at her arm. “What happened to me?”
“You cut yourself as you were escaping Jay Ridge, the prison. I put a tourniquet on, but then you went to the village to find Sterling. I didn’t see you again until we met in the woods just now.”
“Do we go back to the Frog Pond, then? See if anyone there remembers me and knows what I planned to do?”
“No. That’s well out of the way, opposite of where Sterling is. If we could trigger your memory somehow . . .”
“How long have you known me?” Aideen asked.
“We only met yesterday.”
“Then tell me everything you know about me, everything we’ve done together. That may help.”
Rag Man recounted their meeting at the atrium, their incarceration in the Hutch on the train, and escaping Jay Ridge.
“Jay Ridge sounds familiar. Sort of. I can’t get a picture in my mind, though.”
“I have an idea.” Rag Man jumped to his feet. “There’s a tower near here. Closer than the Frog Pond, at least. But you can see half of D’Nal Harrim from the top. Seeing where you’ve been will help.”
Aideen stood and let Rag Man lead the way.
THEY PASSED THROUGH a break in the trees into a desert pimpled with dunes. A massive, brick tower rose out of the sand. For the first twenty feet, the building was hexagonal and round for the remaining sixty. Halfway up the round section, a crow’s nest wrapped around the tower. Aideen leaned back to take in its height.
“It looks like no one’s used it in decades. Is it safe?”
“I don’t know.”
“I bet you could see for miles from up there.”
“Want to see?” Rag Man gestured toward the rungs attached to the side of the tower.
As she climbed, the soft breeze lifting her hair off her shoulders, Aideen felt an exhilaration like never before. Not that I can remember, anyway.
She stepped onto the diamond mesh floor of the crow’s nest and inched along the platform, taking in the landscape.
The swamp where Rag Man must have gotten his plants lay to the northwest. The desert stretched south and west like a bride’s train. Railroad tracks ran from north of the swamp, along the edge of the desert, to the south past a large, black building. The building looked upside down.
Whatever that means.
Sand dudes ran for miles to the west, and just near the horizon was a lonely speck. The Frog Pond? She pulled out her napkin map to confirm her suspicion.
“That’s where the Compass Tower stood before it burned down.” Rag Man pointed past the Frog Pond. “See the glint of the sun on what’s left of the dome?”
“The Compass Tower isn’t on my map.”
“It’s not on the way to the mountain, and you already knew Sterling wasn’t there.”
“Why would Sterling have been there?”
“He worked at the Compass. His office is on the top floor.”
Brain scan. Aideen frowned at the sudden, random thought. What does that even mean?
Aideen continued along the crow’s nest, stopping to face another mountain, topped with another tower. There are a lot of towers here. What’s so important to see?
“Crowned Eagle Mountain,” Rag Man said from behind her. “And the prison tower.”
“And Sterling.”
“Remember anything yet?”
Go east. Find Dawn. “Random phrases that mean nothing.”
“Like what?”
“Brain scan, go east, find Dawn.”
Rag Man nodded. “Sterling would have scanned your brain at the Compass. That’s how he judges the likelihood of a Refuse being the Prophesied One.”
The mention sparked recognition for Aideen, but she couldn’t remember any context. She sensed she had heard it before, though.
“The Brown Ostrich is east,” Rag Man continued. “That’s where you would have gone if Sterling hadn’t been taken. And Dawn is the director there.”
I don’t think I’ve met her.
But what good is all this doing? “We’re wasting time. This Sterling guy is locked up in a tower and I’m just sightseeing.”
“Do you think it’s wise to continue without knowing what you planned to do?”
“You’ve seen my gear—or lack of it. I don’t think I had much of a plan.”
Rag Man shrugged.
“If you’re comfortable pressing on . . . Maybe Sterling can jog your memory, once we get him out of there.” He nodded toward the other tower.
They made their way down from the crow’s nest. As Aideen turned toward the forest, she noticed a rusty metal door standing ajar.
“Hang on.”
Rag Man turned and waited from where he had already started into the woods.
“I want to see inside.”
She opened the door, revealing a large, open room. A gigantic pipe rose from the ground in the middle of the floor and extended along the full height of the tower.
“What that’s for?” She looked up at the pipe.
“Must be a chimney,” Rag Man said as he joined her.
“Why do you say that?”
“It leads to the top of a tower. It releases whatever it transports.”
Aideen nodded as she realized it made sense.
A control panel stood in front of the pipe. Aideen walked over and played with the numerous controls and switches until Rag Man grabbed her wrist.
“You don’t know what those do.”
“We can find out.” She freed her wrist from Rag Man’s grip to continue testing the controls.
“What do you hope to do?”
Aideen looked around the room as if searching for an answer. She spotted a bulkhead near the far wall. “I want to open this,” she said, pointing as she approached the angled doors. “There’s no handle, so they must open from the panel.”
“You don’t know what’s down there.”
She ignored him as she returned to fiddle with the panel.
“There’s no power.” Rag Man bent down next to her and ran his fingers over a metal plate attached with screws. An access panel, most likely. “We’d need a screwdriver.”
“We could try this.” Aideen pulled the knife from her pack as she joined him. She lined the blade up to the groove in the screw, but the thick blade didn’t fit.
A memory—brief, but hers—flashed in her mind. She was trying to unscrew a bench with . . .
The cover of my cell phone? My cell phone! What happened to it? She patted her pockets, out of habit since she already knew it wasn’t there.
It had been in her pocket on the train, but she hadn’t used it after escaping the Hutch. When she woke at Jay Ridge, she was wearing prison scrubs. Had whoever changed her taken it?
“Wait a minute—I remember!” She spun and grabbed Rag Man’s sleeve. “When I left you on the train, I jumped off and ran through some culverts. I met these women, and one of them—Lux—told me to go see Sterling. I remember Sterling!”
She felt butterflies as the image of a tall, handsome man sauntered into her mind. His warm smile sent chills down her spine. Then she remembered a Turkey carrying him away.
Aideen’s shoulders fell.
“I also remember my lack of a rescue plan. The Frog Pond’s bartender gave me what they could, but I hadn’t figured out anything beyond ‘get to the tower.’ Is any of it even useful? Aside from the food.”
“The sooner we get up the mountain, the better,” Rag Man said. “We can scope things out and create a plan.”
Aideen nodded. “The Trappers will have someone guarding the tower.”
“Turkeys, more likely.” Rag Man started for the door. “We must be careful as we get close to the summit. But we should get moving now.”
WHEN AIDEEN AND RAG MAN came to the river, Rag Man kneeled to taste the water.
“I still remember everything, so you should be okay.”
Aideen joined him, cupped some cool water in her hand, and sipped. She looked around, waiting for something to change. Satisfied she still remembered who she was and what she was doing, she refilled her canteen with glitch-free water. They continued their journey to the mountain, reaching the base around lunchtime.
They shared a quick snack before looking up at the hulk of earth ahead of them. It had to be at least a mile high. Maybe higher.
“Have you ever climbed this mountain?” Aideen asked.
“No,” Rag Man said. “I don’t climb, although I have friends who have been up a few times. The south side of the mountain is harsh, but if we circle toward the back, the climb shouldn’t be too bad.”
They set out along the base of the mountain toward the north side.
“Why would they bring Sterling to this tower instead of locking him in Jay Ridge?”
“It is strange, as the tower hasn’t been in use for decades. Maybe they’re worried about another breakout.” He smiled at her.
Aideen smiled back.
They reached a mildly sloped mountain path and began their ascent. The path spiraled its way up the mountain. A goat with wings, buggy eyes, and twisted horns bounded across the path. Its upper lip looked like a beak, but its lower lip had beard, like a normal goat.
“Is that a kahprahlehsee?” She watched as it hopped into the air, flapped its wings once to lengthen its stride, then landed and hopped again.
“Kahprahlehs.” Rag Man chuckled. “How did you know that?”
“The bartender mentioned it. They described it to me, but it’s still way stranger than I imagined.”
They pressed on. The sun overhead bore down on them. Aideen’s head pounded and she covered her eyes.
“Could we rest a moment?”
They sat, passing the canteen between them. Rag Man stared at her shaking hand as she took the canteen from him.
“You didn’t happen to bring any gojoos, did you?” He motioned to the pack.
“Yeah, the bartender gave me some.”
She slung the pack off her shoulders and tried to open it. Her fingers trembled so she couldn’t work the clasp. Rag Man took it from her and retrieved a gojoos, which Aideen devoured, sweet juice mixing with the salty sweat dripping down her chin.
When she finished, she wiped her mouth and held out her hand. “Give me another one.”
Rag Man closed the pack. “You should save them. We still need to get to Sterling and get down the mountain and out of the forest again. We won’t get to another supply until tomorrow, at the soonest.”
Aideen frowned, then looked down at her arm. She peeled part the bandage off. The skin around the wound was warm and red. She closed her eyes as she rebandaged it. As much as Aideen welcomed the rest, she feared lingering too long. Her arm needed real medical attention. They resumed their journey as the sun traveled west, elongating the shadows across their path and easing their climb.
They came to a section so steep it may have been vertical. Rag Man started ahead of Aideen, selecting his holds with care. Aideen gave him a few feet, then followed. Halfway up, Rag Man lost his grip and fell.




Chapter Eight
As Rag Man fell past her, Aideen grabbed his arm. It stopped his fall, but the tenuous scab forming on her forearm tore again. Rag Man grabbed a young tree growing out of the sheer rock. He regained his hand and footholds, before following Aideen the rest of the way up.
“How is it not dark yet?” She checked the bandage on her arm. “I feel like we’ve been climbing all day.”
“This is the second time you’ve complained, as if you’re not used to the twenty-eight-hour days.”
“I’m not,” Aideen said. “On Earth, the days are only twenty-four hours long.”
“So short? But how do you get anything done?”
“Multitasking.” She looked out over the forest below them, then turned and peered up toward the summit as she pulled the Disco wafers from her pack. She popped one into her mouth and held out the sleeve. “Want one?”
Rag Man shook his head. “We can stop, if you wish. Rest up and continue in the morning.”
“No, we should keep going.” She dropped the wafers into her pack and slung it over her shoulders. “The farther we get today, the less climbing we have to do in the morning.”
Dusk fell before she finally agreed to stop. She felt horrible that Sterling had to spend another night in the tower, especially since they were so close. But what could they do in the dark?
Aideen tossed and turned for hours, then dozed, but was roused by nightmares well before sunrise. She rationed out breakfast for Rag Man and ate a gojoos while she waited for him to wake. She considered something more, but the nausea outweighed the hunger.
“Tell me you slept a little, at least,” Rag Man said when he finally woke.
“A little.”
Aideen waited patiently for Rag Man to eat, then stood and shouldered her pack. “I hate to imagine Sterling in that cell.”
“All right, let’s go.” Rag Man wiped his mouth and hands and led Aideen further up the mountain.
They reached a ledge near the top of the mountain and crept around the peak, crouched low to avoid detection.
“We have two hostiles at the front door, armed,” she whispered.
“Armed hostiles?”
He must not have owned a walkie-talkie growing up. “Turkeys. They may not have actual weapons, but those talons and beaks are sharp.”
They continued around the peak, finding no other adversaries, then sat with their backs to a smooth outcropping to consider their options.
“What should we do?” Aideen murmured. She didn’t know how well the Turkeys could hear.
“We won’t beat the Turkeys,” Rag Man murmured back. “Two of us and one knife are no match for them. We’ll have to bypass the front door.”
“How do we sneak in, then? There’s no back door.”
“Through a window?”
Aideen peered over the outcropping and studied the tower. It was shorter than the Compass tower had been. Narrow, arched windows without glass spiraled up the tower wall. The lowest one on this side of the tower was four or five floors up, so they could try the first- or second-floor window . . . provided the Turkeys didn’t catch them at it.
She had never tried Parkour herself, but the pros could do all sorts of crazy stuff. Was getting up to and through a window really so hard? Glancing at the highest window before sitting back down, another question arose.
“How will we get Sterling out?” she asked. “I didn’t think to ask for a key.”
“You don’t still have whatever you used to pick the Hutch lock, do you?”
Aideen shook her head, then paused, before opening her pack. She pulled out the coil of rope and dropped it at their feet.
“How long do you figure that is?”
“Eighty feet? A hundred?”
“Long enough that if we give Sterling the rope, he could climb out through the window?”
“It won’t reach the whole way. He’d have to jump.”
“Without getting hurt?”
“Hard to tell.”
Aideen frowned. “It’s the only plan I’ve got. You?”
He shook his head. “One of us should stay outside, as a lookout. Warn the other if a Trapper shows up, or if the Turkeys figure out what’s happening.”
“Good idea. How will we warn each other?”
“Remember how you talked with the Ostrich?”
Aideen nodded.
“Same way. To broadcast, imagine you’re sending your thought directly to me. But make sure you listen too. Imagine I’m sending my thought directly to you. Keep the line open, so to speak. When I broadcast, the words will come.”
“Who’s going in?” Aideen asked.
“I’ve spent more time evading Turkeys. I can stay within sight of them without them noticing me, so I’d make a better lookout.”
Aideen wasn’t confident she’d make the better rescuer, but maybe the guilt would go away if she was the one to get him out. She stuffed the rope into her pack and slung it over her shoulders.
“I’ll get into position below the ledge but closer to the Turkeys,” Rag Man said. “So I can watch them. Wait for me to signal you, then find the window you’re going through. Be as quiet as you can. The Turkeys hear better than they let on.”
Aideen crouched and watched Rag Man until she couldn’t see him anymore. She waited for a signal.
Go, he thought.
Aideen rose and picked a path toward the tower, keeping an eye out for any movement or sound which would suggest the Turkeys knew she was there. She tried to keep an ear out for Rag Man, too, but he wasn’t broadcasting to her. She hoped not; hers were the only thoughts in her head.
Aideen stopped when she came to the second-floor window. Judging from the distance between windows and the size of the tower, she guessed the first-floor window was less than a couple feet from the Turkeys.
This one will have to work.
She took a few steps back, peering toward the front of the tower. Not a peep. She took step after step backward, making sure she remained out of the guards’ sight. She stopped as soon as she spied the edge of a wing.
No further, Rag Man thought.
She eyed the tower, and the window eleven feet up. She’d only get one shot at this because the Turkeys were sure to hear her.
“Get it right,” Aideen said under her breath.
She ran, leaped, and scrambled, reaching for the window ledge. Her left arm screamed as whatever partially healed flesh tore open again. She was going to have a gnarly scar when all this was over.
The tips of her fingers reached the sharp edge of the stone and hooked over it. Her toes dug into the stone wall, straining to push her even an inch further.
She gripped the ledge and started to pull herself up. Her left arm buckled, and her fingers slipped. She scrambled her feet up the wall again, getting an elbow onto the ledge. Huffing, she pushed herself up and through the window.
She landed in a crouch. Her right foot slipped over the edge of a stair, but she caught herself, avoiding a noisy fall.
You okay? Rag Man thought.
I’m in. Did they hear me?
They heard something, Rag Man thought. But they don’t seem alarmed.
The tower was empty, save a staircase spiraling along the wall. Aideen hurried up the stairs two at a time.
The door of Sterling’s cell blocked the top step, as the cell itself took up the rest of the loft.
‘Loft’ sounds too fancy for a prison cell.
Sterling huddled against the wall next to the window. Was he asleep or unconscious?
The concrete floor held the bars of the cell, which continued up into the ceiling, in place. They weren’t going anywhere.
“Sterling,” Aideen whispered.
He didn’t respond.
Sterling, she thought, broadcasting to him.
He lifted his head.
“Aideen?” he asked, struggling to stand. “What are you doing here? And how did you learn to broadcast?”
He stood, arched his back with a crack, and shuffled toward the bars separating them. Aideen crouched to unload her pack.
“I’ll explain later. Now, I’m rescuing you. Here.” She passed him the rope.
“What’s this?”
“Tie it somewhere . . . around a bar, I guess.” Aideen yanked on one of them for emphasis. “Then you can use the rope to climb down the outside of the tower.”
“That’s not a rescue. It’s a do-it-yourself escape kit.”
“I don’t know how else to get you out. I’ll go back out the way I came to make sure you’re not found out.”
She offered him the canteen.
He took it, drank from it, and handed it back. “I can’t let you face the Turkeys alone.”
“What are you gonna do from inside the cell?”
He didn’t respond.
“A friend is waiting for us below,” Aideen continued. “He’s keeping a lookout now, but we should hurry. Have they fed you at all?”
“No. But—”
“No buts.” She handed over a roll of Discos before slinging the pack over her shoulders again. “Go.”
“What happened to your arm?” Sterling frowned at the blood seeping through her left sleeve.
Aideen, Rag Man thought. Get out of there. A Trapper just arrived.
A commotion rose from below. Aideen peered down and saw the Dark Man leading the Turkey guards up the stairs.
“Later. Go now. I’ll buy you as much time as I can.”
“He wants you. He won’t come after me.”
“Do you have a better suggestion?” Aideen cocked her head.
“Jump out the window with me.”
“I’m not gonna fit through these bars.”
Sterling looked past her to see the Dark Man racing up the stairs toward them. He looked back at Aideen and put his hand over hers, still gripped on the bar.
“Be careful.”
Aideen told herself not to let the warmth of Sterling’s touch distract her. Nodding, she turned down the stairs and one of the Turkeys leaped, flying straight at her. She threw her canteen and it clunked against the beast’s head, stunning it. The Turkey fell, hitting its head on some stairs and landing with a sickening thud on the ground floor.
“Nice arm.”
Aideen turned to see Sterling watching from the cell.
“Go, already!”
Sterling flicked a salute and looped the rope around one of the cell bars. He secured it and tossed the end through the window. Aideen pulled her knife as she turned to face the Dark Man.
“It was foolish to come alone,” he said.
“Not as foolish as pissing off the Prophesied One.”
The Dark Man flinched, and Aideen smiled. She guessed he hadn’t expected her to accept her role. She hadn’t either, but if it threw off the bad guy, even a little, she’d go with it.
“If I’m going to lead a war against the greatest evil and win, then I can handle you.” Aideen descended toward him, knife raised.
The Dark Man pulled his own knife. Aware a single wrong step would send her crashing to the ground, Aideen hugged the wall as she lunged at her adversary. He parried her first strike and she did the same with his. Her second strike severed the lapel from his coat.
The Dark Man laughed and stabbed at her. She evaded the move but fell back, and a stair struck her across her shoulders. She lost her grip on the knife and it tumbled down the stairs. The Dark Man reached for it and Aideen kicked him in the face.
As he stumbled, he grasped at her, catching the emerald necklace and tearing it from her neck. Stones flew, pattering and the steps and clattering to the floor below. He stumbled before regaining his balance, giving her the opportunity to retrieve her weapon. He caught himself, and as Aideen stood to face him again, he thrust his knife into her gut.
The Dark Man pulled his knife out and gave her a chilling smile. Aideen grabbed her stomach and plummeted off the staircase. The remaining Turkey squawked and flapped its wings as Aideen fell past. She flailed her arms, grasping, and one hand caught the Turkey’s leg. Her weight yanked the monster off the stairs and they fell together for several feet before the Turkey recovered and flapped its wings.
Aideen swung herself and let go of the Turkey’s leg, landing further down the stairs. She missed her footing and twisted her ankle but kept her balance. Hobbling down the stairs, she escaped the tower as fast as she could.
She was picking her way to the path descending the mountain when the Dark Man’s lumbering steps reverberated from the tower.
How’d he get down the stairs so fast? Frantic, knowing she wouldn’t be able to outrun him, she sought a place to hide. A group of rocks stuck out of the ground a few yards below her. They might hide her if she crouched behind them. Maybe the Dark Man would pass her by.
She reached the rocks and realized there was nothing but a sheer drop below them. Aideen had nowhere to hide. She felt two hands on her back as she was shoved over the edge.




Chapter Nine
Aideen was paralyzed. The only feeling in her body as she stared up at the sky was the grip of panic in her heart.
What if Rag Man can’t find me?
As pain washed over her at last, relief gave way to a fear she’d broken every bone in her body. She lifted an arm to see if she could even move, then ran her hand over her body, assessing what she could of the damage. Her stomach lurched when she saw blood dripping from her fingers
Easing into a sitting position, she realized that cuts and scrapes covered her body. She rolled up her left sleeve to see the bandage had torn halfway off, revealing raw, red flesh. Plus, there was the hole in her gut, courtesy of the Dark Man.
Unfortunately, the hole hadn’t let the nausea out. Aideen closed her eyes. There had still been a gojoos in her pack. Unless she could find her pack, the gojoos was gone. She tried to keep herself from thinking about how she was going to get back to civilization in this state.
Aideen looked up and realized it wasn’t as sheer a drop as she’d first believed. The ground slanted, so she may have rolled partway. Whether she rolled or fell, she was thirty or forty feet farther down the mountainside.
She crawled to the charred stump of a tree that looked like lightning had struck it down years ago. Using it to support her weight, she climbed to her feet. A tentative step reminded her of her twisted ankle.
“Aideen!” Rag Man ran to her. “Don’t move.”
She took another step, and the pain pulsing in her ankle shot up her leg. She reached out for Rag Man, and he steadied her.
“I don’t think I broke anything.” She looked at her stomach and covered the hole with one hand, pressing as hard as she could stand. “This is unfortunate, though.”
“Lean on me. I’ll help you to where I left Sterling. We can figure out what to do from there.”
She said nothing, but hoped they made it before she bled out. They approached where Rag Man had left Sterling, who stood to greet them.
“What happened?”
“She’s been stabbed and pushed off a mountain.” Rag Man placed Aideen face up on a gentle slope.
“I’m okay, though.” She looked at her gut, which was still seeping blood between her fingers. “Except for this.”
“What do we do? She’ll bleed out before we can get help.”
“I’ll broadcast to the Ostrich,” Rag Man said. “She can take Aideen to the Bo.”
Sterling nodded and kneeled next to Aideen, taking her hand. “It’ll be okay. We just need to stop the bleeding. What’s in the pack?” Sterling opened it and dumped out its contents.
“A pulverized sandwich and some gauze? That’s all you brought?”
“I had a rope, which you took, a canteen, which I had to throw at a Turkey, and my knife, which I lost somehow while I was plummeting to my death.” Aideen shifted to get more comfortable. The open wound made that difficult.
“She’s coming,” Rag Man said. “But there’s bad news. Turkeys attacked the Bo. Dawn had warned her, but when she didn’t send another update, the Ostrich went to help . . . The Bo is gone.”
Sterling froze.
“Dawn . . .?”
“Dead.” Rag Man put his hand on Sterling’s shoulder. “Lots of casualties. Some survivors may have made it to the Underground, though. That’s where she’ll take Aideen. We should get somewhere she can see us.”
Sterling nodded and unbuttoned his shirt. He shrugged out of it and pressed it against Aideen’s stomach. Aideen noticed Sterling’s tight undershirt, but the pain kept her from fully appreciating the sight.
“Hold that as tight as you can to slow the bleeding,” Sterling said. “It’ll have to do for now. Hopefully, Julie survived.”
“Who’s Julie?” Aideen asked, but she wasn’t sure she cared. Her head was swimming through the sound waves of their voices.
Is this shock? Or is this dying?
“. . . but she’s the best,” Sterling finished. He hoisted Aideen into his arms and followed Rag Man.
Aideen was conscious of was Sterling’s strong arms around her, then she felt something firm against her back. A shadow passed overhead and she screamed, though it came out as a gurgle. She put her fingers to the corner of her mouth and wiped away blood. A large bird landed nearby.
The Ostrich. Not a Turkey.
Hold on, Young One, the Ostrich thought.
Aideen was lifted and placed somewhere feathery; someone sat behind her.
“Go,” Rag Man said. “I’ll catch up.”
The feathery seat lurched, and wind whipped in Aideen’s face. She was on the Ostrich. She was riding the Ostrich through the sky.
“But ostriches don’t fly.”
“Shh.” Sterling’s hand brushed the hair from her forehead. He wrapped his arms around her, pressing his shirt into her stomach. “We’ll be there soon.”
THE WIND AGAINST AIDEEN’S FACE died as she was jolted from her stupor. She opened her eyes, and Sterling pulled her from the Ostrich’s back.
“We’re here,” he said. “With luck, Julie’s here too.”
Sterling carried Aideen and she peered back at the Ostrich.
You will be fine now, the Ostrich thought.
How do you know?
If Aideen hadn’t known better, she’d swear the Ostrich was smiling. You’ll see, the Ostrich thought.
Sterling jostled Aideen down some steps and kicked on a metal door.
“It’s Sterling! Open up! We need medical attention!”
The door screeched open and a well-muscled guy strode out.
“Quick, inside. Did you see any Turkeys? Trappers?” Muscles waved Sterling into the underground room. “Is that the Ostrich?”
His arm hung in the air as he stared. Sterling navigated Aideen through the door and she blinked as her eyes adjusted to the darkness.
“You’re here,” Sterling said. “Thank the Ostrich!”
Aideen heard the door screech and thunk, then Muscles entered her line of sight again.
“What happened?” Muscles asked.
“A Trapper stabbed her and pushed her off Crowned Eagle Mountain.”
“Put her over here,” a woman’s voice said.
Sterling placed Aideen on the ground so she was staring at the earthen ceiling of the underground room. It felt like she was lying on a towel or folded sheet. She tried to focus on the woman’s face hovering above her, but it blurred and disappeared.
“I DID IT. Sterling . . . safe.”
The woman’s face hovered over her again. There was a soft glow of light. Aideen turned her head to see one of those old gas lamps next to the woman’s knee.
“Where were you, Face?” Aideen murmured, words slurring. “I needed you to scam me out.”
Face shushed her.
“Will she be all right?” Sterling asked.
Face disappeared, and when Aideen heard her voice again, it was farther away. Face muttered something, and Sterling and Muscles responded.
“I can stop the bleeding,” Face said, loud enough for Aideen to make out. “But . . . sit with her, while you can.”
Sterling appeared next to Aideen and squeezed her hand.
“Julie will take care of that hole for you.”
Aideen squeezed back.
“I feel like . . . rock tumbler . . . with spike.” She put one hand over the hole in her middle. “Could I . . . water?”
“Of course.” Sterling turned away before holding her head up so she could sip from a dented metal cup. Water dribbled down her chin; Sterling’s finger chased it.
He smiled at her. The sad smile failed to mask his concern.
“Sterling, hold this for me.” Sterling disappeared and Julie took his place. The light moved, and Sterling reappeared on Aideen’s other side.
“This will hurt,” Julie said. “If you can let your mind wander, I recommend you do so.”
Aideen closed her eyes and grimaced.
How can I—The needle stabbing through her belly interrupted her thought. How am I supposed to think of anything else with that—Ow!
The familiar fog requested entry to Aideen’s mind. She welcomed it.
“CLEAR THE SMOKE, IMUHN.”
A hand rested on her arm.
“What’s wrong, Aideen?” Sterling asked.
“At your service,” a different but familiar deep voice said.
Aideen opened her eyes. Sterling turned to look at the part-avian deal-maker Aideen had come to know and not quite love.
Muscles came into view. “Where did you come from?”
“Aideen called me.” Imuhn nodded at her. “You wish to make another deal?”
“What kind of deal?” Sterling stood.
Imuhn smiled. “What do you want?”
“I want Aideen to get better.”
“I will heal her if you relinquish your life in return.” Imuhn crossed his arms.
“What else can I give you?” Sterling asked.
“There’s nothing else I want from you.”
Sterling sat next to Aideen and took her hand again.
“What . . . want from . . . from me?” Aideen asked. “If I . . . make . . .”
Imuhn cocked his head. “You must destroy the emerald necklace and return to your world.”
“Out of the question.” Sterling’s grip tightened around her hand.
“I have told you what I desire.” Imuhn crossed his arms. “What is your answer?”
Aideen closed her eyes to hide tears as she put a hand to her neck. “Lost . . .”
“She can’t leave, anyway,” Sterling said. “Not before she’s finished.”
“She has one day.”
“That’s not enough time,” Sterling said.
“This is my only offer.”
“Deal,” Aideen whispered.
Imuhn looked at her. “Finish your business, destroy the necklace, and leave D’Nal Harrim by this time tomorrow. I will know if you haven’t and will return you to your current state.”
Aideen nodded. Sterling’s grip neared bone-breaking intensity.
Imuhn paused, regarding Aideen. “Returning to a dark place, you may find what you seek in an unexpected comfort.”
“What does that mean?” Aideen asked, voice stronger.
“Your Dark Man was right about you after all.” Imuhn smirked. “Three deals.” He disappeared.
Sterling jumped to his feet. “What about—”
“Sterling, I’m okay.” Aideen eased herself to sitting with her legs straight in front of her.
“The color’s returned to your cheeks.” Julie kneeled, holding the lamp above Aideen’s head, and held her other hand against Aideen’s forehead. “And your fever’s gone.”
Aideen pulled the bandage away from where the Dark Man had stabbed her to reveal untouched skin. She looked at her arm and hands, marveling at whole skin where seconds ago there were scabs and rotting flesh. “That’s not all that’s gone.”
Sterling knelt and pulled her to him. She draped her arms around his shoulders.
“I don’t believe it. You were . . .”
“I’m fine,” Aideen said.
“Thank the Ostrich for that,” Julie said. “I have no proper equipment down here. I feared . . .”
“Aideen hasn’t properly met any of you yet,” Sterling said.
He helped Aideen to her feet and motioned to each of his friends in turn. Muscles was Ash, and she had figured out who Julie was. A gaunt man sat alone, back against the far wall. He could have been Aideen's age or a little older. He looked at Aideen, then averted his eyes.
“That’s Gideon.” There was another patient, on the sheet next to Aideen’s. “And Jesse.”
“My brother.” Julie kneeled next to him and held his hand.
“Is he . . .?” Aideen asked.
“Sleeping. He was injured in the attack, but he’ll be fine.”
“What did Imuhn mean by ‘three deals’?” Sterling asked.
Aideen recounted how she had met Imuhn in the forest not once, but twice, and how the Dark Man had made a deal to occupy her.
“You should have let me make the deal,” Sterling said. “You can’t leave now.”
“And let you die? No way.”
“You can’t lead the prophesied war if you’re not here,” Sterling said. “That was a selfish decision.”
How could he say that? She was trying to protect him.
“That prophecy could be about anybody,” she said. “‘The Creator Refuse from Away’? That’s anyone Jimmy sends over who makes things. I’m sure there are hundreds of people it could apply to.”
“If taken at face value,” Sterling said. “Sure, it could be any number of people. But once those ‘hundreds of people’ get here, do you know how many are captured or killed by Trappers?”
“I was captured by a Trapper.”
“But you escaped. Twice, if I’m not mistaken.”
He was not, so Aideen didn’t argue.
“There may be a large pool of possibilities, but they’re eliminated, or they self-select out.”
“‘Self-select out’? What does that mean?”
Sterling glanced sideways at Gideon. “It means they don’t commit to their training and refuse to confront their demons.”
“Give him a break,” Ash said. He lowered his voice. “Michael died in the attack.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. But this is war. People die in war, and those who remain carry on. Especially those who carry so much responsibility.”
“I’m not sure I follow.” Aideen looked from Sterling to Ash.
“Gideon,” Sterling said. “Where are you from?”
“Providence.”
“No way.” Finally, something familiar. “I’m from Boston.”
“Small world.” Gideon’s eyes darted to Aideen. His cheeks took on a slight flush and he looked at the dirt, stringy blond hair hiding his face.
“And what did you do there?” Sterling asked.
“I was a painter.”
“A creator . . .” Aideen whispered. “He was your Prophesied One before I showed up?”
“He was.” Sterling frowned at Gideon, who wasn’t showing any signs of hearing the rest of the conversation. Sterling raised his voice. “And he will be again if you leave.”
“If he’s been here all along, why didn’t you help me get home instead of trying to turn me into a backup Prophesied One?”
“Because when he gave up on his training, he broke with the prophecy.”
Aideen paced. “By that logic, I broke with the prophecy when I made the deal with Imuhn, so I’m not the One either.”
“The Ostrich believes you’re the One,” Sterling said.
Aideen stopped and faced him, gesturing toward Gideon. “Then why are you keeping him here?”
Sterling blinked and looked at Ash, who shook his head.
“This isn’t about Gideon,” Sterling said.
“Then what is this about?” Aideen raised her voice.
“Take it outside,” Julie scolded. “Jesse’s trying to sleep.”
“Sorry.”
Sterling motioned to the door. Ash led Aideen outside. Sterling eased the door closed behind them, and they found a spot in the grass to sit in the sunlight.
“I made a mistake, years ago,” Sterling said. “A little one—”
Ash scoffed.
“That turned into a big one,” Sterling continued. “A decision I made set off a chain of events. Things went sideways, and . . .”
“You’re not making any sense,” Aideen said.
Ash chimed in. “He sent his—”
Sterling gave him a warning look.
“He sent a boy to Jay Ridge,” Ash explained. “And that boy became a Trapper and started a war. People died, and those who survived blamed Sterling.”
“I felt guilty, but that was no comfort to those who lost loved ones. They chased me out of D’Nal Harrim, and I went into hiding for years. I wanted to make amends, so I came back and have been trying to stop the Trappers ever since.”
“And you’re scared you’ll fail again if you let a potential Prophesied One walk away without defeating the ‘greatest evil’.” Aideen finally understood. “And I hate to leave you guys hanging if there was any way I could help. But the matter still stands: I’ve made a deal to leave by tomorrow. I don’t know how much evil I can defeat before then and still find and destroy the Ostrich’s necklace.”
Sterling took her hand.
“I apologize. You’ve been through a great ordeal, on the brink of death not half an hour ago. And here I am, projecting my past failures onto you. The prophecy is the prophecy and will come to pass no matter who it speaks of. The Ostrich will provide. In the meantime, I will do everything in my power to help you fulfill your end of the bargain and get you home safe.”
“Where do we even start?” Aideen asked.
“What was it that Imuhn said before he left?” Ash asked. “‘Returning to a dark place, you may find what you seek in an unexpected comfort.’ That sounds like a clue.”
“But what does it mean?” Sterling asked.
“Jay Ridge must be the dark place.” Aideen shivered. “It’s dark, and I’ve been there before.”
“And ‘what you seek’ must be the necklace,” Sterling said.
“‘In an unexpected comfort’ . . . what is that? The illusion where I thought I was back home?”
Sterling shook his head. “The illusions aren’t constant. There’s no way to know what you’ll see. And no one has ever been in the position to see one more than once.”
“The only way to know for sure what he means is to go to Jay Ridge and see for ourselves,” Ash said.
“I can’t ask you to risk your life for me,” Aideen said.
“It’s not just for you,” Ash said. “And you didn’t ask. I’m volunteering. What’s the plan?”
“I could turn myself in,” Aideen suggested, to immediate protests from Sterling. “The guards will be glad to take me back, and I’ve escaped before.”
“They’ll take precautions, though,” Sterling said. “Send nurses in twos to check on you, put you in solitary and put a guard on you. Anything to make sure you won’t escape again.”
“What if I helped her get out?” Ash asked. “I know how to get in; I’ve heard of an unguarded entrance. And no one will notice me if I find a disguise . . . I’ve never been to Jay Ridge, and as far as I know, they’ve never had me in their system.”
“How’d you end up with the other Refuse, then?” Aideen asked.
“We don’t have time for stories,” Sterling said. He turned to Ash. “You’re certain you can get her out of a cell, even solitary?”
Ash nodded. “I can do it. I’ll get a uniform for you, too, Aideen, so we can both search the place unnoticed.”
“What about you, Sterling?” Aideen asked.
“I can’t go anywhere near the place. The Trappers never used to bother with me, but things have changed now. They won’t take kindly to my showing up in their house. The Turkeys will kill me on sight. But I can help with the getaway. As long as you two can get out of the building.”
Ash nodded.
“We should get going, then.” Sterling stood. “Ash, let them know where you’re going. Aideen and I will find the Painted Horses. Meet us by the Compass. What’s left of it.”
Ash returned underground, and Aideen fell into stride with Sterling as they headed north through the field.
“Why are we looking for horses?” she asked.
“I don’t know about you, but the horses can run a hell of a lot faster than I can.”
“Your limp. It has to do with what you said earlier, doesn’t it? You were injured in the last war.”
“Something like that.”
THREE MILES WEST of the Frog Pond, Aideen, Sterling, and Ash pulled their respective horses to a stop. Aideen and Ash slid to the ground.
“I’ll be two miles north of Jay Ridge,” Sterling said. “That should be a safe enough distance. If I see Turkeys or Trappers before I see the train, I’ll have to run. I will try to leave your horses, but they may follow me.”
Aideen looked at Sterling; her legs were stone. She didn’t want to go back to Jay Ridge. She wanted to jump on Sterling’s horse behind him and ride off into the sunset.
Metaphorically. The sunset is west, where the Trappers are. She shook her head. Focus.
Ash handed Sterling the makeshift reins for his and Aideen’s horses and stood next to Aideen.
“Good luck.” Sterling’s gaze lingered on Aideen before he nudged his horse and continued west at a trot.
“You ready?” Ash asked.
“No.” Aideen laughed. “But let’s go.”
They turned south and walked to Jay Ridge. Ash parted ways with Aideen at the north end of the building. She watched as he disappeared around the corner.
If I’m turning back, now is the time. There’s no one here to stop me.
But then Ash would be breaking into the prison for no reason. If they found him, they’d kill him or put him into solitary.
Aideen took a deep breath and marched to the main entrance.




Chapter Ten
Inside Jay Ridge, Aideen approached the welcome desk. The receptionist peered up at her.
“Yes?”
Aideen wiped sweat from her brow and dried her hand on her pant leg. “I’d like to turn myself in.”
The receptionist gawked. A clerk making copies in the corner dropped their papers. Two guards conversing nearby—her friends from her last visit, Guard One and Jerry—stopped and turned to stare.
“Aideen Fitzpatrick. I’m an Alk.”
“It’s her!” Guard One pulled his gun and started toward her. Aideen put her hands up. They trembled, so she dropped them.
“I don’t want any trouble. It was a mistake, escaping. Take me back to my cell. I’ll go quietly.”
“You think I’ve forgotten the poison you threw in my face?” Guard One laughed and grabbed her by the arm. “We’ve got some place better for you.” He swung his gun at her head and the world went dark.
SHE SAT UP ON a bare cot and looked around her as her head pounded. She was in a small, concrete room that had once been white. After what must have been decades of occupants, most of the surface had been decorated in ways only the lonely incarcerated decorate. Such as the carving in the paint of a monkey doing something inappropriate to what was either a coconut or a bowling ball.
She rose from the cot on shaking legs, nausea heavy in her stomach. How long has it been? She made a mental note to grab another gojoos at her first opportunity.
A tiny window of reinforced glass was set into the solid steel door of the room, right above eye level. It mimicked a larger window on the wall across from the door. The difference was the panel which could be opened or closed from the outside. The window on the wall instead had bars which couldn’t be opened from either side.
The hatch over the door window opened, revealing a pair of hard, brown eyes. It shut again and after some jangling of keys, the door opened. Ash tossed in a pile of clothes, a pair of boots, and a holstered gun.
“We’ve got about a minute and a half. Change and let’s get out of here.” He pulled the door shut. Aideen hoped it was for privacy, and that he hadn’t had to leave her here as a guard came to check on them or something. She traded her new inmate uniform for a guard’s, hesitant about strapping on the gun. She hoped she wouldn’t need it, but she’d look suspicious without it.
Once dressed, she tapped on the door and it swung open.
“Hurry,” Ash ushered her out. “We need to get to the next floor up before anyone notices you’re gone.”
They headed for the stairs.
AIDEEN PEERED THROUGH the window in the door leading from the stairwell. This floor appeared to be empty, or at least under-staffed; the guard station was deserted.
Ash eased open the door and held it for Aideen. She followed him to the unmanned desk, eyes darting from the elevator, to the hallway, and back over her shoulder. She looked at Ash, who was looking at a floor plan laid out on the desk. A dozen cells, plus an office, and a small room marked ‘BR,’ occupied this floor.
“What do you think it means?” Aideen pointed it out to Ash. “It can’t be a bedroom.”
“I’m not sure, but there could be something useful there.” He snooped around the desk for another moment, then motioned for Aideen to follow him. They rounded a corner and came out into a hallway that stretched across the length of the building.
“Check them.” Ash pointed to the left side of the hall.
“It doesn’t sound like they keep prisoners on this floor. We’re probably safe for now.”
“We don’t want anyone to catch us by surprise.” He peered into the cells on the right as he passed them.
Aideen glanced into each cell on the left as she passed. Each was unoccupied, which eased her mind. They wouldn’t have to worry about guards appearing; no one would bother guarding empty cells.
Ash stopped in front of a wooden door with a large window of Flemish glass. He was reaching to open it when the elevator dinged. Aideen froze.
“Quick!” Ash waved her toward him, and they darted into the room. He closed the door and ducked under the window, tugging on Aideen’s arm.
She dropped to a crouch and leaned against the door. She wiped her sleeve across her forehead. “What if they’re coming here?” she hissed. “To this room?”
Ash drew his gun and pointed it at the ceiling. Aideen put a trembling hand over her own gun but decided she wouldn’t use it unless she had to. She’d never used one before and feared she’d hurt herself if she did, especially in this state.
“Switch places with me,” Ash said. “If they come in, they’ll see whoever’s over there first.”
As Aideen scrambled to the other side of the door, her heart pounded. She tried to quiet her breathing, so she could hear whether to be expecting company.
There were two voices, conversational and relaxed, approaching at a pace that suggested they weren’t pursuing an escapee.
That’s something. But what are they doing?
The voices passed Ash and Aideen’s door. Aideen let out a slow breath and surveyed the room.
It was, indeed, a bedroom. It reminded her of the guest room Grandad had left untouched after Gran passed away. A twin-sized bed protruded from the rear wall, flanked by nightstands and crowned by a floral watercolor. A short dresser and a writing desk huddled against the left wall. On the wall above the dresser was a large mirror.
Not a room one would expect to find in a prison. Aideen considered reasons this room would exist when a glimpse of green on the dresser caught her eye. She stepped closer to investigate. It was the pendant from the emerald necklace.
“Ash! It’s here!” Aideen picked up the pendant and contemplated the symbols etched on the front. “Mah ew alwus say wuht ihr hort dayzeers.”
“What did you say?” Ash stared at her.
“That’s what the pendant says.”
“The pendant holds the key to opening the portal, according to legend. Try holding it to the mirror.”
Aideen rolled her eyes but held up the pendant, inscription facing the mirror.
“Open sesame.” She waved the pendant around for good measure.
“Read the inscription again.” Ash cracked the door open an inch and peeked out.
Aideen stared into the mirror. She flinched at her dark circles and dilated pupils. Add in the sweat beads dotting her face and her overall disheveled appearance . . . she looked like a junkie hurting for a fix. She didn’t care whether she could make it work. All she wanted was to get the heck out of Jay Ridge alive. And maybe another gojoos.
“You okay?” Ash asked, looking at her in the mirror.
“Yeah.” She wiped the sweat from her face and read the inscription.
The mirror rippled and dissolved, revealing a cubby. A matte black egg the size of a football sat inside.
Aideen stuffed the pendant into her back pocket and lifted the egg—its leathery texture rough against her hands—and examined it. The mirror reappeared.
“Ash, look at this.” She returned to the door and crouched next to him. “What kind of egg do you think it is?”
“Turkey. Is that from the mirror?”
Aideen nodded. “Why do you think it was there?”
“Someone’s hiding it,” he said. “I can’t imagine why.”
“Well, we have the pendant now. We can get out of here.”
“They’re still out there,” he said. “I can’t tell what they’re doing. We’ll have to wait.”
Aideen took up her previous position across the door from Ash and ran her fingers over the eggshell. “It’s hard to believe this is a real egg. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
The voices in the hall got louder again. Ash put his hand up to keep Aideen from speaking. The voices faded, and Ash opened the door to peer down the hall.
“They’re headed back to the elevator.”
Ash and Aideen crept from the room and followed the voices—two guards—down the hall. After the guards rounded the corner to the guard station, Ash hurried to the turn and pressed against the wall. Aideen caught up and they listened to the guards’ chatter. Ash poked his head around the corner.
“Hey!” It sounded like a guard spotted them.
Ash whispered without turning his head. “They have me. I’ll try to hold them off. Hide until they’re gone, then get yourself out of here.”
He stepped around the corner, hands up.
“I got lost. Today’s my first day, and—”
“Nobody belongs on this floor,” the guard who’d shouted said.
Aideen backed up, afraid she’d be caught if she turned around. Afraid to make any noise.
“Are you alone?” a new voice, which must belong to the other guard, asked.
Aideen turned and ran tiptoe back to the bedroom. She eased the door shut, leaned against the wall behind it, and caught her breath.
It’s okay. If they believe his first day story . . .
She waited for what felt like eons to make sure there wouldn’t be anyone out there when she left the room. She’d get out of here, as Ash said, and she and Sterling would wait to see if he got out on his own.
Does he broadcast? Aideen pictured him in her mind. Ash, can you hear me?
Nothing.
He’ll be fine. They don’t know him as Refuse. Aideen pinched her shirt and peeled it from her clammy skin. When did it get so hot in there? Ash will get out on his own and meet up with Sterling and me. I better hurry, so I don’t miss the train.
Aideen opened the door and listened. Hearing nothing, she crept back to where Ash was discovered. She crouched and looked around the corner. All clear.
She hurried to the stairwell door and eased it open, listening for anyone on the stairs. Still no sign of anyone. She wasn’t usually that lucky. Her stomach twisted and her heart beat double time.
As she climbed the stairs, the door to the roof opened. Aideen froze halfway up the flight, holding the egg behind her back. Her hand shook, threatening to drop the egg. Not now. A nurse walked through and started down the stairs before seeing Aideen.
“What are you doing here?”
“I, uh—” Aideen felt sweat dripping on her brow.
“Nox called a guard meeting. You should be in the cafeteria.”
Nox? What is she doing calling meetings at Jay Ridge?
“Yeah, uh . . . she wanted me to check the roof door. She thought it was unlocked.”
The nurse stopped next to Aideen and eyed her. “Of course it was. I was feeding the Turkeys. She’d know that.”
“I should check it anyway, you know, so I can say I checked as she asked. Then I’ll head right to the meeting.”
The nurse shook their head and mumbled something about ‘arrogant guards’ as they continued down the stairs.
Aideen’s legs thawed but trembled as she hurried to the roof door. Grasping the door handle, she took a deep breath. The egg weighed heavy in her other hand. If the Turkeys were eating, she may get to the train unnoticed, but she couldn’t take any chances. Not after jinxing herself.
They’d try to save one of their own if I were clumsy enough to drop the egg, right?
Not eager to question her plan further, she pushed open the door and didn’t slow to make sure it closed behind her. She raced across the roof. A few Turkeys looked up at her and she threw the egg at them, not stopping until she got to the edge. She looked to make sure she was in the right place, then leaped off the roof.
THE TRAIN PULLED OUT of the station as Aideen fell. She landed feet first in a crouch and thrust herself forward into a roll. She missed her footing and slid toward the edge of the train car’s roof. Holding her breath, Aideen grasped for anything to stop her from going over the edge. The roof met the siding at a small lip. Aideen clutched at this with clammy hands and clawed her way back up.
She scrambled to the center of the roof, breathing heavy, and stayed low to avoid losing her balance. After checking to be sure the pendant was still in her pocket, she crawled to the end of the car and peered over the edge. Metal rungs welded into the siding formed a ladder leading to the door into the car itself.
Aideen wiped her sweaty hands on her pants and shimmied around on her stomach, stretching her foot to the first rung. She closed her eyes and climbed down until her foot couldn’t find another rung, then opened her eyes.
Three silhouettes appeared in the desert ahead of the train: three horses, one with a rider. Sterling. It was time to disembark.
I dunno what ‘D’Nal Harrim’ means, but they should have called it ‘Deja Vu.’
She threw herself off the side of the speeding train, hitting the ashy ground and rolling away from the tracks. Bruised, but not outright injured, Aideen stood on shaky, weak legs.
“Where’s Ash?” Sterling asked.
“They caught him after we found the pendant. It sounded like they believed his story about it being his first day, but I don’t think he can broadcast. I don’t know if he’s still okay.”
“We could—uh oh.” Sterling pointed behind Aideen. “Waiting’s out.”
Aideen looked over her shoulder and saw the Dark Man on a Turkey leading two others towards them. After a failed attempt to climb onto her horse, Sterling slid from his, threw her onto the back of hers, and leaped back onto his. Aideen grabbed the makeshift reins but lurched as the horse sprung into motion. She leaned forward and held the horse’s neck as they raced across the desert at a gallop.
IT WASN’T LONG BEFORE the Turkeys caught up with them. One Turkey swooped and snapped at Sterling. He cried out and tumbled from his horse. Another Turkey snatched at Aideen with its claws. It caught her shirt and lifted her from her horse.
Aideen struggled and dropped from the Turkey’s grasp as the horse sped away to the east. She pushed herself off the ground and felt a twinge between her shoulders. The Turkey’s talons must have broken skin.
She looked for Sterling. The three Turkeys were circling him as he regained his footing, holding one shoulder. Blood streamed from under his hand.
“Sterling!”
She sprang to her feet, causing her stomach to lurch. Willing the feeling to pass, she pulled the gun from her hip holster and shot two of the Turkeys. One dropped immediately, bleeding from its face; the other stumbled, a hole through one wing. Aideen aimed the gun at the third as it closed in on Sterling. Her hand shook. The Dark Man swung his arm down onto hers and knocked the gun to the ground. She turned toward him, and he punched her in the gut.
She staggered as she dry-heaved and fell. A Turkey screeched.
Sterling?
Don’t worry about me, he thought. I’ve got the Turkeys.
Aideen clambered to her feet. Sweat glued her shirt to her back as she glared at the Dark Man.
“You’ve got some nerve showing your face to me after shoving me off a cliff from behind like a coward.”
The Dark Man laughed. “And yet you survived. What’s your secret?”
“I didn’t let it preoccupy me.” Aideen emphasized ‘occupy’ and the Dark Man rewarded her by flinching.
“Imuhn,” he muttered. “That bird will whore himself out to anyone.”
“Let’s see who leaves who for dead this time.” Heart racing, Aideen crouched low and pounced at the Dark Man.
The Dark Man knocked her down and stood over her.
“Not as easy as before, is it? I’ve gotten stronger.”
Aideen came to a crouch as two gunshots rang out.
“When have you had time to work out?” She leaped at him, grasping at his throat.
He knocked her hands aside, laughing. “I don’t need to work out. The poison makes me stronger.”
“They poison you, too?” She re-positioned herself, shaky fists up.
“I have my own supply.” He lunged at her.
Aideen frowned as she ducked and spun around behind him. Her head kept spinning.
“Aideen!”
Sterling, stepping around the bodies of the other two Turkeys, tossed the gun to her. She caught it, but the Dark Man knocked it out of her hands before she could take aim. They both scrambled, grabbing it at the same time. The gun went off.
Please, God. Or Ostrich. Don’t let it have hit Sterling.
She turned on her side and kicked at the Dark Man, aiming for between his legs but getting his thigh. He yanked the gun out of her hands and rolled away.
Aideen scrambled into a crouch and the Dark Man stood. There was nowhere for her to take cover. He lifted the gun and swung it toward Sterling. Sterling dove behind a Turkey carcass as the Dark Man discharged the gun at him. Aideen screamed.
She reached for the pendant in her pocket, intending to throw it at the Dark Man’s head, but it was gone. Frozen, sweat pouring down her face and heart beating a mile a minute, she watched the Dark Man throw the unloaded gun away and march toward her. Where was the pendant? If not to throw at him, to destroy it and keep her end of the bargain with Imuhn. Rooted to the spot on weak legs, she stared at the Dark Man as he strode to within an arm’s length of her.
What do I do?
Cut him off, the Ostrich’s thoughts entered her head.
Aideen came to life, lurching to the side as the Dark Man grabbed for her. She didn’t know what the Ostrich meant, or how she knew what was going on, but she had sounded calm and confident. The Ostrich seemed to think Aideen had a shot.
I’ll do my best. What else was she going to do?
“Aideen! The pendant!” Sterling pointed to somewhere behind the Dark Man.
The Dark Man turned to see where Sterling was pointing and made a dive for it. He was on his feet again by the time Aideen made it to him. She landed a kick between his legs and he dropped the stone.
As he doubled over, Aideen glimpsed what looked like IV tubing at the back of his neck. Cut him off.
She smiled and grabbed it, yanking a needle out of his neck. He yelped.
“What the hell?” Aideen pulled the tube out of the Dark Man’s coat, causing a nauseating, but familiar black liquid to leak out.
The Dark Man lunged at her, reaching for the tube. She whipped it around his neck, holding both ends and pulling tight.
He flung his weight against her, and they both hit the ground. He punched her in the face and scrambled off her as her hands flew to her nose. Blood streamed down her face, dotting the earth in crimson red.
She flipped over and set her feet under her. The Dark Man sprang at her as she did the same. She kept low and knocked him down.
As he dropped, Aideen scrambled for the tubing and fell on him. The Dark Man’s eyes widened, and he reached up to strangle her. Pinned to the ground, he couldn’t keep a hold as she leaned away from his grip. Aideen slapped at him with the tube, and he grabbed her wrist. She strained against his resistance, but he twisted her arm to the side. Reaching up with his other hand, he grabbed his hat and pulled it off.
The wig came with it, and Aideen was looking down at herself.




Chapter Eleven
You wouldn’t kill yourself, would you?” The Dark Man, looking up at Aideen from a mirror image of herself, couldn’t cover the hint of fear in his voice with his gruffness.
A flash of panic gripped her. Was she hallucinating? Maybe she was getting the DTs. Maybe she was delirious, and was really laying in the sand, being torn apart by the Turkey’s razor-sharp beaks.
Sterling called her name and she snapped out of it. She recalled the living room scene outside Jay Ridge after her first escape.
“It’s just an illusion.”
Without questioning how it worked, Aideen bit the leathery fingers clenched around her wrist and wrenched free. As he pulled his hand back, she wrapped the tube around his throat and yanked it as tight as she could.
She watched as the life drained from her own eyes, and the body beneath her began to convulse. As it stilled, Aideen’s mirror image dissolved into the features of the Dark Man.
“Just an illusion.” Aideen dropped the ends of the tube and rose, turning to Sterling.
He stood over the Turkeys’ bodies, speechless as blood soaked his left sleeve. She walked toward him, stooping to pick up the pendant.
Sterling reached into his pocket and handed Aideen a handkerchief. She mopped up the blood on her face, then looked down at the bloody cloth in her hand. She teetered as her legs threatened to give out.
Sterling reached for her, but she held up her hand. “Your shoulder . . .”
“I’ll be okay. It’s not too deep.”
“What do we do now?” Aideen put a hand to the scrape between her shoulders and looked at her fingers. Not much blood; that was something.
“When the Dark Man doesn’t return with the pendant, the Trappers will come after us in full force. We need to destroy the pendant and get you home.”
“We can’t leave Ash.”
“If they knew to come after you, they’ve figured out who he is. It’s not safe to go back.”
Aideen’s legs went weak again, and she let Sterling support her weight.
“The Frog Pond is the closest place we’d be safe,” Sterling said. “For a little while, anyway. But it’s a couple of miles away. Do you think you can manage it?”
“I’d rather not be caught standing over all these bodies.”
For the first time in a long time, a man took Aideen to a bar.
AIDEEN AND STERLING ENTERED the Frog Pond and approached the bar. People looked up from their glasses and booed. Aideen had already forgotten she was in uniform. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to change.
“When did they start letting traitors in here?” someone shouted.
The bartender looked at Aideen and called back to the patrons.
“She’s not one of them.” They went to Aideen and Sterling. “The Ostrich knows why you’re dressed like that, though.”
They bent down and brought out a gojoos and the first aid kit.
“I can’t do a thing with that nose.” They handed her the gojoos then turned to Sterling. “I’m glad to see you escaped the prison tower. I can do something with this shoulder. Shirt off.”
Sterling pulled his undershirt over his head, rewarding Aideen with an eyeful of his lean, muscular torso.
Not the time.
Sterling brought the bartender up to speed on events as they bandaged his shoulder.
“That’s horrible. What are you going to do?”
“Do you think any of your customers would help?” Aideen asked.
“What did you have in mind?” The bartender put the kit away and cleaned up the counter.
“It’s not a great plan. Not everyone will make it back from Jay Ridge . . . But if enough Alks join me, and they’re rowdy enough, more guards would be called to help keep everyone in line. I could sneak away and find Ash. We’ll try to get everyone out again, but if I’m not fast enough, a few people may end up in cells before I can get to them.”
“That’s a horrible plan,” Sterling said. “You can’t go back, risking your life and everyone else’s.”
“Ash doesn’t have much time. Besides, the only way I’m not dead is if I go home, which I’m not doing with Ash still in trouble. I’m the reason he’s even in this mess.”
“Even if you’re the reason, it doesn’t mean—”
“Hold on,” the bartender interrupted. “Let’s ask them what they think.” They waved to the bar patrons. “Hey, folks! Anyone interested in messing with some Jay Ridge guards to help break a friend out of prison?”
A few people grumbled and turned back to their drinks. A few jumped up and cheered. Several more seemed to consider it before nodding.
“I don’t like this,” Sterling said. “That’s not anywhere near enough people for a rowdy crowd. And you know I can’t help you.”
“Look,” Aideen muttered, turning to him. “Either I’m the Prophesied One, and this all works out, or I die getting Ash back. He seems to be the leader of the surviving Refuse from the Bo. Without Ash, do you think the others will be very motivated to fight?”
“You’re insane.”
“I’ve been called worse.” She handed him the pendant. “Keep this safe for me.”
“How are you all going to escape?” He stuffed the pendant into his pocket. “Even with the horses, we couldn’t outrun the Turkeys.”
“We’ll go through the south woods. The Turkeys won’t be able to get us through the trees.”
“But it’ll slow you down. The Trappers will catch you. What if you make it to the craglands?”
“The Turkeys hate going there,” Aideen said. “Because of the Ostrich. We should be okay.”
“Your plan relies on a lot of shoulds and ifs.”
“What’s your plan?”
Sterling only stared.
“Exactly.” Aideen stood and addressed the room. “Everyone who’s coming to Jay Ridge, let’s go.”
“For the Ostrich!” one of them cried.
“For the Ostrich!” others shouted in response.
Aideen looked back at Sterling as her new accomplices crowded the door. He shook his head and turned to the bartender, and Aideen followed the Alks outside.
“IS EVERYONE READY?” Aideen brushed off her uniform for the hundredth time, hoping she’d gotten all the ash from the desert off it.
“Let’s do this!” a tenor called from the back of the group.
Aideen didn’t know if anyone would buy the orderly group of Alks showing up with a single guard and no restraints, but this was what Aideen had. She had to make it work.
“Go on. You all need to stay between me and the other guards, and the receptionist, as much as possible. I’ll be back for you as soon as I have Ash. Good luck.”
They went inside. From the middle of the pack, Aideen couldn’t tell what the receptionist’s initial reaction was, but things got crazy pretty fast.
Most of the Alks were shouting. A couple hopped onto the receptionist’s desk and were throwing papers and dancing. Others had converged with the lobby guards. Aideen tried to stay hidden in a small group dancing and shouting in the middle of the room. How could she stall until more guards arrived? The more there were here, the fewer she’d run into trying to find Ash. She waved her arms, pretending to corral the rowdy group.
As more guards arrived, Aideen snuck through the mini-mob and down the hallway. She ran for solitary first. If they knew Ash had been with her, they wouldn’t have taken any chances.
There were two guards there, who both jumped to their feet and put their hands to their guns as Aideen ran up.
“There’s a mob of Alks in the lobby. We need all the help we can get!” Aideen tried to look authoritative while hiding her face from them.
They both ran down the hall, away from her. Aideen checked the desk for keys or controls, immediately finding the buttons to open the doors. She pressed them all before she ran to each door, throwing them all open. Two other solitary inmates poked their heads into the hall, curious.
“Go!” Aideen yelled at them. “There’s a mob in the lobby. Help them overpower the guards!”
Ash was in the last cell.
“I can’t believe you came back,” he said as he ran up to her. “How’d you get in?”
“With help. Now we need to help them get back out.” Aideen waved for Ash to follow her as she ran back toward the lobby. She hoped things were still crazy enough that the other guards wouldn’t look past her uniform.
They arrived at the Intake room, where muffled shouts came from behind the closed door.
“Wait. In here.” Aideen pushed open the door to see two men struggling to subdue one of the Alks. She ran straight into the man holding the syringe before he could get it into the Alk’s arm. Ash followed and punched the other man in the face. The three Refuse ran from the room and joined the others in the Lobby.
The guards—eight of them now—had corralled half of the Alks into a corner, with four guards pointing guns at them. There were still two Alks on the receptionist’s desk, jumping and kicking as two guards grabbed at them.
The last two guards had their guns trained on the two Alks on the desk.
How did I already forget about the guns? I didn’t want to get anyone killed.
“Free the Alks in the corner,” Aideen told Ash and the Alk they had rescued from Intake. “Get the guards’ guns, if you can. I’ll try to distract these guys.”
She ran toward the desk.
“Hey! Did you guys miss me?”
The guards holding their guns looked at her, then turned to train their weapons on her in unison.
“That was lovely.” She grinned. “Did you practice that?”
“Hands up.”
Shouts came from behind Aideen as the Alks on the desk kicked the other two guards in the face. The Alks from the corner flooded reception, shoving Aideen, and the two on the desk hopped down. Guards shouted, then three gunshots rang out: one, then a pause, then two in succession.
“I’m hit!” someone cried.
Someone else tapped Aideen’s shoulder. She looked behind her to see Ash handing her a gun.
“I’d say it’s time to get out of here.” He turned and shot a guard reaching for Aideen. The bullet pierced between the guard’s eyes and he went down.
Aideen looked back at the corner. Two of the guards lay motionless. One was getting to his feet. The other was joining the crowd.
“Retreat!” Aideen shouted. She put one hand on Ash’s arm and pointed toward the door with the gun. “To the woods. We’ll head for the craglands.”
Ash nodded and ran. Some of the Alks were quick to follow. Some tried roughing up the guards one last time. Aideen hid in the middle of the exodus, feeling guilty at using innocent people as cover.
Racing down the steps and jumping the last few, Aideen saw Ash at the edge of the woods, waving people into the cover of the trees. Turkeys squawked and several circled before swooping down into the fleeing Refuse. There were screams, and Aideen saw a few people carried back to the roof. She swallowed hard, focused on Ash, and ran for her life.
AIDEEN WAS OUT OF BREATH, but besides the welts from running into tree branches, she was okay. She couldn’t say the same for everyone, though. One man had a gunshot wound in the leg. A woman had part of her arm torn off by a Turkey. Maybe the Ostrich could meet them and get the injured to the village for help.
Ostrich?
Yes, Young One? the Ostrich thought.
I’m with some people who need medical attention. Can you meet us where the south woods meet the craglands and get them to the village?
Of course, the Ostrich thought. I will be there soon.
Thank you. Aideen thought of Sterling. He’d want to know she’s okay.
Sterling. We have Ash. Most of the Alks made it out too.
Where are you now? he thought.
Meeting the Ostrich in the craglands. She’ll be bringing two injured people to the village for help. Ash and I will follow on foot.
I’m glad you’re okay, he thought. I’ll send for Julie to help with the injured. See you there.
Aideen passed through the last of the trees and slowed.
“Careful! Don’t anyone twist an ankle on the rocks.”
As the group gathered in the craglands, the man with the leg wound collapsed. The woman missing part of her arm seemed to be going into shock. There were murmurs, and someone was sniffling.
“Now what?” Ash asked.
“The Ostrich should be here any minute,” Aideen said.
“The Ostrich?” someone asked.
“The Ostrich is coming to see us?” others chimed in.
“I called for the Ostrich to help get those with the worst injuries to the village.” Aideen looked up as a small spot in the sky to the east grew into the shape of a bird. “Here she comes.”
Aideen pointed and the Alks looked. Some of them cheered, and the crying stopped.
“Thank you, everyone,” Aideen said. “I appreciate this was a lot to ask of volunteers, and I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”
“Once we rebuild the Bo,” Ash said. “There is a place for every one of you if you want it. We’ll be training to face the Trappers as an army. I would be proud to fight by your side.”
Mixed responses met this proclamation.
Too soon?
The Ostrich landed, and the Alks stared. Some bowed their heads, and others threw their hands up and said: “Praise the Ostrich!” The Ostrich looked at Aideen.
What are they doing? the Ostrich thought.
Showing reverence.
They look ridiculous, the Ostrich thought.
“All right,” Aideen said, trying not to smile. She turned to Ash. “Help me get these two on her back.”
Once the pair were in place, the Ostrich took off toward the village.
“What about us?” one of the Refuse asked.
“It’s a couple of hours’ walk to the village.” Aideen pointed east. “But if you know of someplace closer . . .”
“I believe there’s a train station to the south,” Ash said.
“If we catch the train there, it’ll take us back to Jay Ridge,” one of the Alks said.
“They won’t be checking the train,” another said. “They saw us go out the front.”
“Yeah, and they may think we’re dumb enough to walk to the station to ride the train back.”
“It beats walking all the way to the village.”
Half of the Alks decided they’d prefer to take the train. They broke off from Aideen, Ash, and the remaining Alks a short way beyond the Chasm. Soon after that, the Ostrich appeared, landing just ahead of them.
I can make another trip, she thought. If you are tired.
Take two of the others. “She’ll take two more of you.”
There was a brief squabble as they decided who would get the ride. Once they sorted it out, the Ostrich was off again, and the dwindling group continued to the village.
REACHING THE MAIN STREET as the sun began to sink below the western horizon, the other Refuse parted ways with Ash and Aideen. Sterling hurried toward them from a light blue cottage with white trim.
“You did it.” He clapped Ash on the back and pulled Aideen into a one-armed bear hug.
“Your arm?” Aileen asked.
“It’s fine. Julie should be here soon for the others.”
“I’ll check on the injured.” Ash motioned to the crowd gathering around the Refuse the Ostrich had brought to the village.
“Thank you, Ash.” Aideen hugged him. “For everything. And I’m sorry I wasn’t a bigger help.”
“Are you kidding?” He squeezed her shoulders with one arm. “You saved my life. As far as the whole prophecy thing, we’ll manage. Sterling was right earlier, about the Prophecy coming true, no matter who it’s about. Maybe it is Gideon. Maybe it’s someone who hasn’t arrived yet. But we will defeat the greatest evil. There is still hope.”
Aideen watched as Ash joined the crowd.
“We should take care of the pendant.” Sterling held it out to her.
She took it, running her finger over the inscription, and looked at him. “Let’s go.”
They crossed the village to the mason’s barn set back from the street. Letting themselves in, Sterling called out. “Hello?”
A burly, older man with massive arms and shoulders emerged from the back room as Sterling and Aideen made their way to him. He wiped his hands on his dark work pants, leaving a light dust behind. He adjusted his suspenders and ran one hand over the front of his waffle-weave undershirt.
“Sterling, my friend,” Jonathan beamed. “I heard a rumor the Trappers got you. Glad to see you’re all right. More or less.” He pointed to Sterling’s bandaged shoulder.
“Just a flesh wound.” Sterling returned the smile and nodded to Aideen. “I had some help. This is Aideen, from Away.”
Jonathan’s eyebrows disappeared into the fringe of salt-and-pepper hair framing his forehead.
She knew what he was thinking—the Prophesied One!—but ignored it and placed the emerald pendant on the counter.
“I need your help to destroy this.”
“Almighty Ostrich, that’s a real emerald! And it’s enormous. Why would you want me to destroy it?”
“I made a promise. It could be dangerous in the wrong hands,” Aideen said.
Jonathan looked confused for a moment before his eyes lit up.
“This is from the necklace?” He looked at Sterling.
Sterling nodded.
“I can’t imagine the Ostrich would be happy about it.”
“It’s beyond the Ostrich now, Jonathan,” Sterling said. “Aideen made a deal. If she doesn’t destroy the necklace, it could mean her life.”
Jonathan’s eyes widened as he looked to Aideen for confirmation. She shrugged.
“Keep the pieces if you want,” Sterling said. “But make sure no one can put the pendant back together. That’s the important thing.”
Jonathan studied him and rubbed a hand over the top of his head.
“All right, if you two are sure.”
He rummaged behind the counter and pulled out a hammer and chisel. He held them over the pendant and looked at his visitors one last time as if waiting for them to change their minds.
Sterling nodded once, and Jonathan looked at the stone heart.
“Right, then.”
He tapped on the chisel until the pendant split in two.
“Wait. I changed my mind,” Sterling said.
Jonathan glared at Sterling.
“Kidding. Keep at it, until you can’t read the inscription anymore.”
Jonathan worked as Sterling and Aideen watched. It was a pity to destroy such a large emerald (it must be worth a fortune), but Aideen wasn’t prepared to trade her life for it. She figured Jonathan could still get a decent price for all the smaller gems.
“There,” Jonathan said when he had finished. “No one could put this back together well enough to read it.” He picked up the gems and let them fall back to the counter through his fingers. “You sure you don’t want this back?”
“Take one piece,” Sterling said to Aideen. “As a keepsake.”
Aideen shrugged and picked out a sliver that looked like the Ostrich’s head and neck if you squinted. She slipped it into her pocket.
Jonathan swiped the remaining gems into his hand. He disappeared into the back room and returned empty-handed.
“Anything else I can do for you? Fix that busted nose?” Jonathan looked at Aideen.
“A mason who does noses?”
“I’ve got three brothers. We were always dislocating things. We developed a knack for putting them right again.”
Aideen looked at Sterling, who nodded. She shrugged.
“Go ahead.” She closed her eyes and felt Jonathan’s fingers on her face, pressure, and horrible pain. She groaned through clenched teeth.
“Good as new,” Jonathan said.
Aideen opened her eyes and gingerly touched her nose. “Thank you.”
“We should go,” Sterling said.
Aideen waved to Jonathan, and she and Sterling left the barn.
“We can go to my house and open the portal from there.” Sterling pointed toward the far end of the village. “You remember the incantation?”
Aideen nodded.
AIDEEN FOLLOWED STERLING into his study. He rounded the desk and pulled something out of the center drawer, holding it out to Aideen.
“My phone! I thought it was gone forever! Where did you find it?” She grabbed it from him and hugged it to her chest.
“You must have dropped it at the Compass before the tower fell. I found it on the island, amid the rubble.”
“We need to take a picture.” Aideen unlocked the phone, scratched but miraculously functioning.
“Of what?”
“Us,” Aideen said. “If I can’t come back . . .”
“Let’s do it.”
They posed for a few silly selfies before taking a serious photo. Aideen stuffed the phone into her pocket and looked into Sterling’s eyes. They held each other’s gaze for a moment before she leaned forward and kissed Sterling. He ran his fingers through her hair and pulled her closer. Aideen’s heart leaped, and she allowed herself to savor the moment before she pulled back.
Leave it to me to leave a runner on first in the bottom of the ninth.
“Will you be okay?” she asked. “You and the Refuse, I mean. Without me.”
Sterling stroked her cheek as his smile quivered.
“We’ll manage.”
“Are you sure?”
“We can handle it.” Sterling smiled again and put his arms around Aideen. “Besides, we’ve narrowed down who the Prophesied One might be, with you out of the running. And Ash will be more than willing to do what needs to be done, after everything that’s happened.”
“I still feel bad, leaving you after starting this whole mess.”
“This whole mess started long before you arrived, and it will continue long after you leave. If anything, you made it easier for us, killing a Trapper and a bunch of Turkeys.”
“They’ll recruit more Trappers, won’t they?”
“Stop worrying. There’s nothing you can do. Even if you stayed, Mr. Let’s-Make-A-Deal, Im—”
“Don’t say his name!” She put her hand over his mouth. “He’ll appear, remember?”
He nodded and moved her hand. “If you stayed, he would collect on his deal, and you’d die.”
Aideen glanced around the room and found a clock. “I’ve still got a few hours . . . Hold on. How literally does he make his deals?”
“What do you mean?”
“I promised I would return to my world.”
“Yes.”
“I never said anything about not coming back.”




Chapter Twelve
Sterling lit up, then frowned at the implication that Aideen could return to D’Nal Harrim.
“How will he know that you left before coming back? If he sees you again, he’ll assume you’ve been here the whole time.”
“Not if he witnesses me leaving.” Aideen smiled. “Imuhn?”
The dealmaker with the blue jay’s head appeared next to the pair who were still in a loose embrace. Sterling backed away.
“What are you still doing here?” Imuhn asked Aideen. He held up a wrist without a watch. “Tick, tock.”
“I was about to leave. I thought you’d like to watch, to be sure I’m gone.”
“Thoughtful, but unnecessary. I honor my word and expect those I deal with to do the same.”
“As long as you’re here, you might as well see me off.” She turned to Sterling. “Where’s the mirror we’re using?”
“The bedroom.”
Aideen led them to the full-length mirror hanging on the wall next to Sterling’s closet.
“Hey, out of curiosity,” she turned to Imuhn. “Why have I still been in withdrawal? Wouldn’t that have been fixed when you healed me?”
“Do you know how much energy that would have taken?” Imuhn asked. “To heal the extent of that damage would have drained me. I healed you more than enough to survive.”
“Do you want a gojoos?” Sterling asked Aideen. “I have some in the fridge.”
She shook her head.
“Later. I want to take care of this now.” She recited the incantation. Nothing happened.
“What did I do wrong? The mirror at Jay Ridge opened as soon as I read the inscription.” Well, the second time.
“Is your heart’s true desire to go home?” Imuhn asked.
Not anymore. Aideen gazed at Sterling and shook her head.
“Allow me.” Imuhn looked into the mirror and repeated the incantation.
The mirror dissolved, and a portal gaped between Sterling’s bedroom and Aideen’s living room.
“Once I’m through the portal in my own world,” Aideen said to Imuhn. “Our deal is complete, and I owe you nothing more, correct?”
“That is correct.”
“And there’s no fine print, no clauses demanding further action?”
“No, I pride myself on straightforward deals. In exchange for destroying the necklace and leaving D’Nal Harrim, I gave you health. Nothing else is required or owed.”
“Excellent. It was nice doing business with you, Imuhn. Sterling, I’ll see you soon.” Aideen flashed a wry smile when Imuhn cocked his head.
She turned back to the mirror, sighed, and stepped into the portal, neglecting to consider the portal would spit her out at the same spot she had entered. As it was, she was unprepared for the fall from her mantel.
AIDEEN LAY AMID THE BROKEN glass she had left behind when she first fell into D’Nal Harrim. Aideen looked at the empty mirror frame. The portal had vanished.
Her palm caught a piece of glass as she pushed herself up off the floor. She pulled the shard out before switching on the table lamp and consulting the wall clock.
“Two thirty? What day? It was midnight when I left—”
She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and wiped the screen, trying to read the date through the scratches. Today was Saturday, the day she had left. It had been two and a half days in D’Nal Harrim, but here, it had been only two and a half hours. That was impossible, right?
Yes, like traveling through a mirror into another world is impossible.
Aideen smiled and jogged up the stairs. She stood in front of the mirror hanging on the back of the bathroom door to begin the incantation. Then she noticed what she was wearing: a torn, bloody, dirty Jay Ridge guard uniform. She took a whiff of herself and instantly regretted it.
Shower and change. Then I’ll go back.
Once she was clean and clothed, she faced herself in the mirror once more, pictured Sterling, and recited the incantation.
Nothing.
She tried again, enunciating each word so the mirror could hear her.
Still nothing.
“Come on. I need to get back through.” She smacked her palm against the mirror, sending pain shooting up her arm. She’d already forgotten the cut on her palm.
Can you hear me, Sterling? . . . Nothing.
She pulled out the first aid kit she kept in the closet and bandaged her hand before returning to her living room. She frowned at the shards seeded in the carpet.
“What if this was the only mirror that would let me through?” Aideen shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. Others have gone through their own mirrors.”
But what if each person is only allowed one?
For kicks, Aideen recited the incantation at the empty frame, but it was like talking to a wall. She growled her frustration and paced her living room, avoiding the glass.
She wanted to get back to Sterling—needed to get back. With Jimmy back in D’Nal Harrim, who knows what could be happening over there? Plus, with her newfound knowledge of how time passes between the two worlds, she felt the added pressure of passing time.
She stopped in her tracks and took a deep breath. Freaking out wouldn’t help. She looked at the shattered glass on her carpet and frowned.
“I could at least clean up while I figure out what to do next.”
Aideen went to the hall closet to grab her vacuum cleaner. As she opened the door, she looked up to the shelf above where her coats hung, at a large box labeled “Shay’s Stuff.” The memory of the baseball she’d found in D’Nal Harrim flitted into her mind. The one Roger Clemens had signed. Her dad had owned one just like it.
Not sure what she was expecting to find, Aideen carried the box from the closet shelf into the living room. She placed it on the table and perched on the couch, considering the cardboard moving box her mother had given her. As a housewarming gift, she supposed.
It had been almost nine years since they’d last seen each other. Aideen hadn’t expected her, having never even given her the new address. Grandad must have told her. Her mother arrived at her doorstep, shoved the box into her hands, and walked away. Aideen never opened the box; it would have been too painful.
She slowly pulled open the interlocked flaps. The faint aroma of anise and orange—Gojoos!—lingered on the box’s contents. She lifted its treasures, one by one, and placed them on the coffee table next to the box.
His baseball mitt she remembered well from their catch sessions in the backyard. A handful of photos of her and her dad, some of which she didn’t remember anyone taking. She held one up, looking at her tiny, infant self—a few weeks old—sleeping in her dad’s arms.
He looked terrible. His red, puffy eyes and disheveled hair told of someone who had suffered a great loss. Yet he held his only daughter in his arms and Mother was presumably the photographer. Aideen shivered as she tossed the photos onto the table, then turned back to the box.
“Aha!”
She pulled an acrylic cube out of the box. Her father had kept his Roger-Clemens-signed baseball in it, but it was now empty.
Just because it’s empty doesn’t mean that was his ball in D’Nal Harrim.
Judging from her mother’s stories, he had likely pawned the ball to buy more booze. She hated thinking about her dad that way, but it explained the missing memorabilia.
She set the cube aside and lifted a small, fuzzy blanket out of the box. Caressing it evoked a comforting familiarity. She ran it through her hands, looking for a marking or tag that would tell her where the blanket came from or why her father would have kept it. Her fingertips brushed against embroidery and she turned the blanket over, gasping.
There was a word—a name—in D’Nalese embroidered into a corner of the blanket.
Aideen’s name.
She traced the letters with one finger, questions racing through her head. Why would Dad have a baby blanket for me from D’Nal Harrim? Why had he said nothing about it?
The empty display cube alone wasn’t conclusive evidence that Dad had been to D’Nal Harrim, but the blanket was at least circumstantial, wasn’t it?
Aideen scolded herself. She had learned the legal-speak from the cop shows she watched, but it sounded pretentious when she used it.
But Aideen held proof, a link between her father—and herself—and D’Nal Harrim. What did it mean? There was no one to ask. Even if people had been to the other world, how would she know? She couldn’t go around asking them.
She could ask her mother. If Dad had been to another world, he must have told her. But she hadn’t spoken to her mother in years. What would she think if Aideen called her out of the blue to ask if Dad used to travel through portals?
If Mother didn’t know about it, Aideen would sound insane. That’s assuming she would even be open to listening to Aideen in the first place.
There was always Sterling, if Aideen ever figured out how to get back.
Pulling her phone from her pocket, she checked the time. She’d been home for an hour, meaning she’d been away from D’Nal Harrim for twenty-eight. Was Sterling still waiting by his mirror, or had he given up? Why wasn’t the incantation working? According to Imuhn, her heart’s desire should be to return. How could it not be? She needed to return to Sterling.
She tossed her phone onto the couch cushion beside her and leaned back.
How did it work the first time? She never said the incantation. She hadn’t even known it existed. There’s something more than the incantation at work. But what? The Ostrich? D’Nalians put a lot of faith—and power—in that bird.
She peered into the box again. There was one last item that looked like a handmade storybook. The title was in D’Nalese: The Immortal One. Its cover featured a man stabbing another man with some kind of statue. It reminded Aideen of the bas relief she saw when she first arrived in D’Nal Harrim. An envelope poked out from between the pages. Aideen slid it out and flipped it over.
On the front, in her mother’s handwriting, it read, ‘For Aideen. Keep this with you when you travel.’ She turned the envelope over and saw someone had torn it open. She peered inside to find it empty.
Aideen rummaged through the items from the box, shaking the blanket and feeling around the inside of the mitt. She overturned the box and shook it. Nothing.
What had been inside the envelope? And why was something from her mother mixed in with Dad’s stuff?
There was only one way to find out. If she called, would her mother even speak to her? She looked at the clock again and was surprised at how little time had passed.
Not if I call at 3:30 a.m. She paced the room. What to do until a more reasonable hour? Sit here and wait?
She tried the incantation at the bathroom mirror again, in case it needed time to recharge or something. (You never knew; Sometimes there were weird rules about magic.)
It didn’t work.
Aideen returned to the living room and replaced her father’s things in the box, leaving out the blanket, book, and envelope. Her mother should be able to explain the envelope. Maybe Sterling could explain the others.
Curious, she flipped through the pages of the book, then returned to the first page to read it. The Immortal One was just a man . . . who was over two hundred years old.
The man’s youngest child was proclaimed the Prophesied One at birth. Due to dangers from the Trappers and Turkeys, the man took the child to another world. He returned months later to find the rest of his family dead. In his grief, he became an Alk. When pursued by Trappers, he returned to the other world. D’Nalians thought he was dead.
One hundred ninety-two years later, war between the Refuse and the Trappers broke out in D’Nal Harrim. The Ostrich sent word to the man it was time to fulfill the prophecy—the Prophesied One needed to lead the war. But the Prophesied One, having been in the other world where time passed differently, was still only a child, and the man returned alone.
D’Nalians, amazed he was still alive, called him the Immortal One. He fought in the war, which the Refuse won. The Refuse questioned the prophecy, but the Ostrich told them there were worse times to come. The Prophesied One would return and save their world from a great darkness. D’Nalians hailed the Immortal One.
Aideen thought about her own childhood. She couldn’t be the Prophesied One. She’d remember her father traveling between worlds. Her dad had given no clues, no reason to believe he was anything but a native Earthling. Besides, she had no siblings, so she wasn’t the youngest. And her mother was still alive.
It isn’t me.
She remembered what Sterling said about Gideon being in the running for Prophesied One. Did he know his father was the Immortal One? Did he remember travels between the worlds or stories of his family in a faraway place?
But if it wasn’t her . . . Why did her dad have this stuff?
She placed the book on top of the blanket before returning the box to its shelf in the closet. She returned to the book, wanting to read it again for hidden meanings, to study the drawings as if they’d tell her some secret. Like how to get back to D’Nal Harrim. But she’d drive herself crazy thinking about it.
“There’s gotta be something else I can do.”
She had plenty of good alcohol stashed around the house. A blackout would kill enough time. She shook her head, dismissing the idea. Coby? Just as bad an idea. She had no evidence for him she’d changed, so he’d be unlikely to help her, even if he heard her out.
She was out of ideas, unless . . .
Designing comforted her, and she could get lost in it for hours. She pulled out her drafting paper. What should she design? Another new floor plan for the house? Her thoughts flashed back to Sterling. She’d design a new Compass Tower for him. Or the Brown Ostrich. She conjured an image of the Bo, what it might have looked like before it was destroyed. She had to capture it on paper.
It was a struggle at first to let the anxiety and worries—and the freshly developing headache—go, but as she drew, the peace she always found in the work overtook her.
AIDEEN WOKE TO SUNLIGHT seeping in through the gap between her curtains and a piercing pain between her eyes. She squinted and waited for the grogginess to pass. Her brain replayed the events of the day before, and she sat up to check the time.
“Six p.m.? How did I sleep so long?”
She had left Sterling fifteen D’Nalian days ago. What if something had happened to him? As she had drawn and slept, had he been tortured? What if all her friends in D’Nal Harrim had been killed?
She ran to the bathroom and threw up.
Recomposing herself, she went downstairs to the kitchen. Not really hungry, but concerned about her inadvertent fast, she attempted a light snack. Either the toast or her mouth was too dry because she couldn’t choke it down. She threw the toast in the trash and pulled out her phone. She selected ‘Mother’ from her contacts and held her breath as the phone rang.
“Hello?”
Aideen let her breath out but found no words.
“Is someone there?”
“It’s Aideen.”
Silence.
“I have a question. It’s important.”
A pause. “Go ahead.”
“Do you remember leaving me something in an envelope? The note on it is in your handwriting, but I found it in the box of Dad’s things. The envelope is empty.”
She wouldn’t ask about the D’Nalian book and blanket. Not yet. Let’s see if she’ll answer this first, then we’ll go from there.
“No, I don’t.” Her mother used the tone she always used when she was lying.
“Please, I need to know. Why was it with Dad’s stuff? What was in the envelope?”
A sigh.
“I suppose it’s time to tell you the truth. Are you still in Boston?”
“I’d tell you if I’d moved.”
“Would you?”
It was Aideen’s turn to remain mute.
“I’ll be in the city tomorrow. We could meet for coffee somewhere around nine?”
“Where are you going to be?”
“I’ve got some business in the West End.”
“The Common’s not too far from there,” Aideen said. “How about Dunkin’s on Park?”
“Fine.” Aideen pictured her mother dismissing her with a wave. “We’ll get coffee, and I’ll tell you what I took.”
“You took it?”
“I’ll explain tomorrow.”
The connection broke before Aideen could say anything else. She put the phone on the table, sank back into the couch, and counted the hours in her head. Meeting Mother at nine tomorrow morning meant waiting another fourteen hours. A month will have passed in D’Nal Harrim while she was looking for answers.
Her stomach leaped into her throat and she ran for the bathroom. She clenched onto the toilet seat, dry heaving. When her body realized it wasn’t doing any good it settled, and Aideen rocked back on her heels.
“I should have taken a gojoos before I left.” She stared at the wall above her toilet, wishing there was something else she could do to get back to D’Nal Harirm. “Sterling will think I’ve abandoned him.”
NIGHTMARES ROUSED AIDEEN before dawn. She knew they weren’t real—Sterling starving to death in the tower, Ash gruesomely tortured at Jay Ridge, Imuhn standing over her and laughing as she bled out through the hole in her gut—but her mind wouldn’t let them go.
She got up and dry heaved again. Her abs ached. Who needs crunches? In the shower, her hands shook so much she kept dropping the soap. While she dressed, dripping with sweat again, she wondered why she had even bothered.
Downstairs, she couldn’t sit still. She tried to calm herself by drawing, but the pencil trembled, leaving jagged lines across the page. No wonder it’s so hard to quit drinking. I can barely function.
Pacing, her mind fixated on the liquor she had in the kitchen. If she hung around here, she’d end up giving in. She needed to stay sober for Sterling and the others.
The thought occurred to her that a drink or two would help—they would steady her hands, at least. She stormed out of the house, deciding to catch an earlier train. She would wander through the Common before meeting her mother.
AIDEEN SAT WITH A LARGE, regular coffee at the small, round table. (The New England kind of regular, with cream and sugar.) She stared through the window at the people entering and exiting Park Street station, wiping sweat from her brow as it threatened to sting her eyes.
Was her mother even going to show up? She checked her phone again. She said she’d be here almost 20 minutes ago. Aideen tapped her fingers on the table before pushing back her chair and standing.
“Aideen.”
She turned. Her mother, as impeccably groomed as ever, stood holding the strap of her shoulder bag with both hands.
“Mother.” Aideen sat back down. “I was starting to think you weren’t coming.”
“I almost didn’t. But you deserve to know. It belongs to you. I didn’t take it to be malicious, I just didn’t believe your father’s stories. I didn’t see the harm . . . Are you hungover?” She peered at Aideen, disdain clear on her face.
Aideen ignored the question. “How about you start from the beginning? With the envelope. What was in it?”
“A necklace.” Her mother’s hand went to the pendant around her neck. The silver cross with spokes that reminded Aideen of the Zakim bridge. Stones formed the arms of the cross: two emeralds and two quartz.
“You’ve had that necklace forever.”
“Since the night your father died.”
“But he left it for me?” Aideen’s eyes darted around the restaurant. Why is it so hard to focus?
“I know, and I’m sorry,” Mother said. I felt it was the least he could give me, after everything . . .”
“What does that mean?”
Her mother shook her head, leaving the question unanswered.
“I don’t know where he got it, but he seemed to think it was important. I should have given it to you right away, but . . . Here.”
“It was your handwriting on the envelope.”
“He handed it to me the night he died. He said, ‘Give this to Aideen. She’ll need it when she travels.’ He barely had time to put it in my hand before he passed.” She shuddered. “He had a book, too. It was in the box. Anyway, I wrote his message on the envelope and put the necklace inside. I meant to give it to you . . .”
Aideen had been asleep when her father had passed away, but her mother was reliving the experience as she told it. She hadn’t considered that until now.
“You’ve never talked about that night before.”
“And I won’t now.” Her mother removed the necklace and placed in on the table in front of Aideen. “I just came to give you this. I’m sorry I took it.” She stood.
“Wait,” Aideen jumped up. “I have more questions.”
“I’m late for an appointment.” The dishonest tone again.
“Mother,” Aideen called after her as she slipped out the door.
Aideen looked at the necklace and blinked. She lifted it by its delicate chain and let it twirl before her eyes. It jumped as her hand shook. After considering it for a moment, she put the necklace on.
Pendant grasped in her hand, she willed herself to feel some residual energy from her father. She felt nothing, except relief that the meeting with her mother was over and the persistent nausea and headache. No closer to a way back to Sterling, Aideen headed for the Green Line, dumping her cold coffee in a trash can as she left.
AT TEN IN THE MORNING on a Saturday, Heath Street Station was buzzing. Families bustled onto the train, heading for the museums, aquarium, Copley, Faneuil Hall . . . It wasn’t helping her headache any. Aideen kept walking. The foot traffic died out and the car traffic increased. The fools leaving too late to beat the traffic to the Cape.
As she approached Jimmy’s Bar, she remembered the nip bottle he had given her after kicking her out.
Strange thing to do, when he wouldn’t let me finish my bourbon.
She turned toward the bar and walked into the back alley. Jimmy was picking through scattered trash, passing over food scraps and a dead rat. He picked something up and turned, spotting Aideen.
He spun and ran into the bar.




Chapter Thirteen
Curious and a little scared, Aideen followed Jimmy through the back door of the bar. He yanked tables into her path as he ran by them. She dodged the first, knocked against the second, and jumped and slid over the third. She stumbled trying to regain her balance.
Jimmy raced toward the back office, and Aideen tore down the hall after him. As she reached the door, she heard mumbling. She burst through the door to see Jimmy stepping through a floor-length mirror.
The mirror wasn’t reflecting the office. It revealed a stark room with two men in Jay Ridge guard uniforms standing at attention. Once Jimmy joined them, they drew their handguns and pointed them at Aideen.
She stood, frozen in place, until the portal closed. My bartender is an evil overlord.
She gazed around the room, not focusing on anything until the nip bottle caught her eye. Jimmy must have dropped it before stepping through the portal. It had rolled across the room and was resting against the baseboard.
Aideen picked it up and studied the label. She now recognized the bird-creature as the D’Nalian version of a wild turkey. The text on the label, translated from the D’Nalese, read, ‘D’Nal Harrim Emeraldcutter.’
It was an odd name for alcohol. But she remembered reading that Goldschläger—the liqueur with gold flakes in it—was named for the gold beaters, the people who made the gold leaf.
“Were there actual emeralds in there?”
Thoughts attached to each other in her mind, as if they were pieces of a self-solving jigsaw puzzle. Her father’s message that she’d need the necklace—the emerald necklace—for traveling. Her head pounded and she shook it, trying to concentrate. Jimmy gave her the Emeraldcutter before she fell through the first portal. The second time she went through a portal, she had the emerald chip she had kept as a memento from the necklace the Ostrich had given her . . .
“I need an emerald for the portal to open!” Aideen grasped her new necklace.
Ostrich, if you can hear me, let me come through somewhere safe.
She recited the incantation, and the mirror blackened. Aideen’s stomach twisted; it could be a trap. But with Jimmy back in D’Nal Harrim, who knew what horrors were in store for Sterling and the others?
Aideen took a slow, deliberate step through the mirror, toes searching for solid ground. She found firm footing and leaned through the portal.
The still air on the other side smelled stale and damp, making her stomach twist. At least now I can have a gojoos.
Aideen took another step, arms searching ahead of her. Her footsteps made no sound. Panic traced its fingertips along her heart, threatening to squeeze.
What if this is the basement at Jay Ridge? Or a trap Jimmy set for me?
She had assumed she’d come through in the same place since she had returned home to the same place.
As she calmed herself, something felt familiar. She crouched and put a hand on the floor. The packed soil chilled her fingers. This was the underground room Sterling had brought her to when she was dying. This was where she met Ash, Gideon, Julie, and Jessie.
If you could call that meeting Jessie.
As her eyes adjusted, she saw a seam of pale light filtering around the door. She approached it, groped for the handle, and yanked the door open, hearing the metal squeal.
It was dark, but a warm orange glow emanated from a distance to her left. Smoke plumed and stung her nose.
Sterling’s village?
She ran as fast as she could on weak, trembling legs.
ROUNDING THE HOUSE at the edge of the village not yet touched by the raging fire, Aideen entered chaos. Back and forth, screaming people scrambled to save each other and their homes. She saw Jonathan, the mason who had helped her destroy the emerald necklace.
My first emerald necklace. She grasped the jewels around her neck.
Jonathan strode up and down the main street—the only street—shouting orders. Aideen joined him. “How can I help?”
“Looks like you could use some help yourself. What happened?”
“I’ll be fine. I just need a gojoos. What can I do?”
A man ran to them. “Jonathan, please, my son was asleep upstairs. I tried to get inside, but . . .”
The man pointed to a modest colonial-style house, painted white with forest green shutters. Flames licked at every window.
Jonathan turned to Aideen.
“Give me a hand?” He didn’t wait for her response as he ran into the house.
Aideen glanced at the distraught dad who was watching Jonathan and wringing his hands. She put her hand on his arm and he jumped.
“It’ll be okay.”
She ran after Jonathan, hesitating at the door. The heat was already drying her skin, and the smoke tickled her throat. An infant’s scream cut through the air from somewhere above her. Her headache flared.
You aren’t going to let a baby die, are you? Of course not. If this was how she could help, this was what she’d do. She clenched her fists and rushed into the house.
She tried to recall what she’d learned in elementary school the day the fireman had visited her class. Stop, drop, and roll . . . Stay close to the ground, where the air was clearer . . . She couldn’t remember any tips about saving babies from burning buildings. Granted, that may have been too advanced for second graders, but it would have been useful to know for the task at hand.
She saw Jonathan’s feet disappearing up the stairs to the right, through what must have been a cozy living room before the fire broke out. Now the flames had eaten away at the plush sofa and over-sized coffee table. She started in that direction but a bookcase fell in her path. She leaped over it, then followed Jonathan to the second floor.
At the top of the stairs, a hallway stretched in both directions. A single door marked the end of the hall to the right, and to the left stood three doors. One, to the bathroom, hung open; the fire hadn’t reached it yet. The second was engulfed in flames, the finger-painted sun hanging on the door turning to ash. Aideen recognized the smile. It was the same as on the stone she had nearly killed Matt with.
Jonathan was picking his way past this door to the third, behind which coughing punctuated the boy’s shrill cries. There wasn’t much time.
Aideen joined Jonathan as he paused outside the last room. He put the back of his hand to the door and nodded.
“Should be clear, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t fire in the room already. Be prepared for a back draft when I open the door.” He reached for the doorknob.
“Wait!” Aideen held out her hand. “What’s the plan?”
“We grab the boy and get out.”
“And what if there is a back draft?”
“Then we hope the boy is okay and try to get him out. We don’t have many choices here.”
The heat closed in from behind them, and the air was thick with smoke. Aideen lowered her hand and nodded. It wasn’t much of a plan, but Jonathan was right: leave now without the kid or try to save him. Aideen knew which she’d rather do.
She turned away and shielded her face with her arm as Jonathan opened the door. There were no surging flames, so that was a win. She followed Jonathan into the room, where the little boy stood in his crib, tears streaking down both cheeks. Smoke thickened the air and the heat of the floor radiated through her shoes.
Jonathan grabbed the boy and he and Aideen turned toward the door. The fire from the other door had spread across the hallway carpet.
“We can’t get out this way.” Panic gripped Aideen’s heart. She tried to calm it by taking a deep breath, but that only introduced more smoke to her lungs and triggered the nausea. She coughed as she looked around the room. There was a window.
“Not again,” she groaned.
“What?” Jonathan asked.
“That may be our only way out.” Aideen pointed to the window.
She approached it, slid it open as far as it would go, and looked down. “Help! Can anyone hear me? We need help!”
The villagers were too caught up in saving themselves (they weren’t paying any attention to her at all) until one man limped into view.
Aideen beamed at him. “Sterling! You’re okay!”
“I was at the Bo. Why are you up there?”
“I’m helping Jonathan save your neighbor’s son. This window is our only escape. Could you find something to help us out of here?”
“Sure. I’ll be right back.” He started toward the street. “Don’t go anywhere.”
“Funny,” Aideen grumbled as she stood back and turned to Jonathan. “Sterling’s going to help.”
She looked back at the door. Jonathan had closed it to stall the fire’s spread, but smoke was seeping in from under it. Aideen grabbed the mattress from the crib and covered the gap. The boy, whose tears now came silently, coughed into Jonathan’s shirt. Jonathan placed his hand on the boy’s head, whispering to him.
“I hope he can find something fast,” he said to Aideen.
Sterling returned with a ladder and leaned it against the house. It came up about four feet short.
“It’s not long enough!” Sterling called.
“What do we do?” Aideen called back.
“I’ll come up for the kid.”
“Could we hurry this along?” Jonathan asked.
Hearing the catch in his voice, Aideen looked back into the room. Flames had eaten through places on the door, and she swore the doorknob was glowing.
Just my imagination.
But was it? How much did she know about D’Nalian doorknobs? She held her arms as if to shiver, though she wasn’t cold, and turned back to the window. Sterling was waiting for her at the top of the ladder.
“Pass me the baby.”
“Are you sure you’re steady?”
“I’m steady.” Sterling tried to wobble the ladder, as proof. An onlooker below ran to hold the ladder. He seemed as nervous as Aideen felt.
Aideen turned to Jonathan. “You need to pass Sterling the baby.”
Jonathan eyed the window. “I’m not sure I can.”
“I’m sure I can’t.” Aideen held up her shaking hands.
Jonathan went to the window and peered down. He turned back to Aideen.
“He’s too far down for me to just hand the child to him, but my shoulders are too broad to lean out the window. You need to do this.”
Aideen stepped back and shook her head. “I can’t.”
“There are no other options.”
“What if I drop him?”
“Don’t.” He held the baby out to her.
“But I—” A crash in another room made Aideen jump.
“We don’t have time for this.”
Aideen held back tears as she reached out for the child. She went to the window and looked at Jonathan. “Grab my waistband.”
He held onto the waistband of her jeans with both hands. Aideen leaned out the window, the baby cradled in both arms. For once, she was glad she had put on a few extra pounds.
If I had lost weight like I keep promising myself I’ll do, I may have slipped right out of my jeans. We’d be a splattered baby sandwich on the ground.
Sterling reached up with one hand. Murmurs and gasps suggested a crowd had gathered to watch, but Aideen didn’t dare take her eyes off Sterling and the baby.
“How are you going to take him with only one hand?” Aideen asked.
“Very. Carefully.” Sterling spoke and moved in slow motion, and Aideen wondered if that helped.
She cradled the sniffling baby in both of her arms as long as she could before allowing Sterling to grab the back of his onesie. As she transferred his weight to Sterling, the boy squirmed and grabbed on to Aideen’s shirt.
“Shh . . . Sterling’s got you.”
The boy whimpered, building up to what Aideen feared would be a meltdown. How were they going to pull this off? She kept hold of the infant’s arms.
“Are you sure you’ve got him?”
“On the count of three, you’ll let go, I’ll grab him with both hands, and lean into the ladder. Then I can adjust my grip and climb down. Once I’m down, you and Jonathan can follow. Ready?”
“What happens if he doesn’t let go of my shirt?”
“Brace yourself.”
Aideen breathed slowly. Her arms trembled as she tried to keep herself from imagining what would happen if this didn’t work. Please, God or Ostrich, let the shaking stop.
The boy’s cries grew louder.
“Hush, baby. Sterling will bring you to your daddy.” She released one of the boy’s arms and eased his fingers off her shirt. “Let’s do this.”
“One . . . two . . . three!”
The crowd below gasped. The boy’s father wailed, but Sterling didn’t falter. He cradled the baby, crying again, in his right arm as he made his way back down the ladder.
“Bring me in,” Aideen said to Jonathan. “The baby is safe.”
Aideen stood, head spinning. As soon as she was out of there, she was going to find herself a gojoos. Or two.
“You need to hurry,” Jonathan said. “The fire isn’t waiting.”
He nodded to the door, where flames had eaten most of the way through the crib mattress. As smoke filled the room, Jonathan motioned for Aideen to go first.
She sat on the windowsill, legs dangling outside. She had to turn over so she could keep hold of the sill as she searched for the ladder with her feet.
“My arms are shaking. I don’t know if I can do this. You should go first.”
Jonathan laid a hand on her arm.
“There’s no time. You need to go now. Let me help.”
He held onto her as she flipped over and found her footing on the ladder. He kept a firm grip on both of her wrists as she caught her balance.
“I won’t be able to keep a hold of you. Don’t lean back.”
“Don’t let go!” Aideen tried to grip his wrists, but his grip on her was too tight.
“I’ve got you.” A hand rested on her lower back as Sterling’s voice reassured her. “I’m right here. I won’t let you fall. Lean forward and step down.”
Aideen felt Jonathan’s grip loosen, forcing her to follow Sterling’s instructions. Holding her breath, she did as he said.
There was a split second of panic. She was sure the next rung down had disappeared. But the sturdy wood caught her foot, and she let it take all her weight. Sterling’s hand moved up her back as she took one more step down.
“Are you okay?” Sterling asked. “Do you have a grip?”
Aideen nodded, her voice stuck in her throat. She climbed down after Sterling as fast as she could with trembling arms and legs. At the bottom, some onlookers patted her back and arms. They were speaking, but she heard no sound. She stood and waited for Jonathan.
“We’re down!” Aideen called up to him.
There was a terrible creaking from inside the house.
“Back away!” Jonathan shouted. “The roof sounds like it’s about to collapse!”
“Get out of there!” Aideen’s voice rose.
“My shoulders are too broad. I can’t fit through the window.”
“But there’s no other way out. You must try.” Aideen’s legs were shaking so hard her teeth were chattering. “Can you kick out the upper sash? Make more room?”
To his credit, Jonathan attempted it. After three good kicks, though, the sash was still firmly in place, albeit three glass panes short.
There was a deafening groan. Two villagers grabbed the ladder and carried it away.
Can’t have that burning too, Aideen thought as her legs gave out. Arms caught her. Sterling’s, she imagined. Not Jonathan’s. Jonathan is—
There was a scream from the second floor of the house, then a crash. The roof disappeared. The screaming stopped.




Chapter Fourteen
No!” Aideen shrieked as Sterling dragged her away from the collapsing house. They couldn’t just leave Jonathan. Somewhere, the baby cried.
Aideen couldn’t say for sure how long she sat alone as Sterling helped the villagers. Shouting people, creaking lumber, and roaring fires surrounded her. Sometimes they sounded far away. She thought some of the screams were her own. Sometimes Aideen thought she was in the fire. It crisped her skin.
Sterling entered the fire with her. She looked at him and saw he wasn’t burning. He touched her hand, and it was cool. She was safe. Sterling would keep her safe.
Her head cleared and she looked around. Half of the houses had been spared. Villagers were already picking through wreckage to see what they could salvage. Others were comforting each other. Jonathan wasn’t there. Aideen felt her internal f-stop closing and she focused on Sterling.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m okay enough.”
Sterling helped Aideen to her feet and led her to his house.
“It’s too late to do anything else,” he said as he settled her in his spare room and handed her a gojoos. “Eat that, get some rest, and we’ll head to the Brown Ostrich in the morning. Folks will be glad to see you.”
Sterling shut the door behind him and Aideen greedily dug into the fruit. Immediately, the pounding subsided to a faint pressure and the nausea ebbed to mild queasiness.
Grateful for the relief, Aideen fell into a restless sleep.
APPROACHING THE BROWN Ostrich the next morning, Aideen was speechless: her drawing of the Bo had come to life.
The elegant building sat back in a grove of trees, which seemed to enhance its appearance of being from another time. It was constructed of warm, cream-colored stone. The grand staircase led to a portico lined with ionic columns, much like the freestanding portico in the atrium.
This pediment displayed an ornate bas relief of a Turkey battling the Ostrich. She hadn’t guessed that detail, but the rest was spot on.
A giant dome of red brick, ribbed with cream stripes, crowned the main roof. The stripes met at the base of a simple cupola painted brown.
Beyond the portico was a pair of wooden doors, carved in Gothic patterns. These were framed by two pilasters and a pediment which echoed the portico’s facade. One door swung open and a clean-cut, smartly dressed Rag Man stepped out.
“Aideen! Sterling told us you were coming back. We didn’t know it would be so long, though.”
“Neither did I. I couldn’t get back through.”
“What happened?”
“I hadn’t realized I needed the emerald to open the portal. It’s okay, though. I have another one now.” She showed the men her new necklace.
Rag Man gasped.
“What’s wrong?”
“Where did you get that?”
“It was my dad’s. Why?”
“My family had one like it, a long time ago.”
“Speaking of family, my dad had some interesting things in a box. A baby blanket with my name in D’Nalese.” She pulled out her phone and opened the gallery. “And this storybook.”
She held it so they both could see, and she swiped through the photos she’d taken.
“By the Ostrich.” Rag Man stared at Aideen as if they were long-lost siblings or something.
“This book is about your father, Aideen,” Sterling said. “And you.”
“That’s impossible.”
“How else do you think you ended up with the book and the blanket?”
Aideen considered it again, no closer to believing it. Had I really been born seven hundred years ago?
“There’s something else you should know,” Rag Man said. “The Immortal One—your father—was my ancestor.”
“What?” Aideen’s unreliable legs shook again, now threatening to give out under the weight of the news.
“It’s not true that when your father returned, his entire family was dead. One of his sons—your oldest brother—escaped with friends of the family and was in hiding. He didn’t know until later that your father had come back. He grew up and had a family of his own. Twenty-three generations later, I came along.”
“So I’m, like, your aunt?”
“Great aunt.” He smiled.
“The greatest.” Aideen murmured. Her legs shook. “I had brothers . . . And a mom. A real mom.”
She looked at Rag Man, into the eyes she had thought looked familiar but had dismissed. They were the same color as her father’s, now that she thought about it. “The mother I grew up with knew about this. At least some of it. But she never told me. I only found out about the stuff my dad had yesterday . . . Earth time.”
“You’ve already been through a lot, and you’ve only been back a couple of hours.” Sterling put one hand on Aideen’s back. “You must be hungry. Let’s go inside and have a nice meal. We can continue to catch up. The others will be thrilled you’re here.”
The trio headed for the door when shouts rose from behind them. They turned as a troop of Trappers rushed toward the Bo.
“Inside!” Sterling pushed Aideen.
Rag Man slammed the door shut behind them and leaned against it as if his slight weight would keep the Trappers out. Aideen scanned the fresco-lined foyer for something to barricade the door, but the long space held no furniture. A woman entered through a set of doors to the left.
“What’s wrong?” she asked as she joined them.
“Sound the alarm,” Sterling said. “We need everyone. Trappers are here.”
The woman nodded and ran out of the room. Three short blasts of an air-raid siren sounded. Refuse came running almost immediately. Rag Man relinquished his post at the door as willing warriors arrived to face the Trappers. He joined Sterling and Aideen.
“We need to get you someplace safe,” Rag Man said.
“They’re not here for me, though, are they? How could Jimmy know I made it through after him?”
Sterling blanched. “Jimmy’s back?”
Aideen nodded.
“I tried to follow him, but he crossed through at Jay Ridge. He had guards pointing guns at me. If he didn’t realize he’d dropped the nip bottle, he would think I had no way through.”
“Nip bottle?” Sterling asked. “Never mind. If they don’t know, we don’t want them finding out. Move.”
Sterling led Aideen by the arm deeper into the building. Rag Man hurried behind them. The clangs and cries outside got fainter.
Sterling threw open an interior door and motioned for Aideen to enter. There were no windows, so there was no way of knowing what was happening outside. Rag Man followed her in, and Sterling came last, closing the door and putting an ear to it.
Aideen paced between the stack of classroom furniture in one far corner of the room to the empty corner across from it. She had no idea what was going on. All she could do was hope Refuse weren’t hurt or killed.
“I came back to help, not to hide.”
“And we appreciate that.” Sterling didn’t move. “But you’re not ready. You’re not even armed.”
“Then arm me.”
“Shh.” Sterling put up a hand. “I hear something.”
Rag Man moved to a large desk toward the front of the room. He grabbed a long pointer stick and a paperweight shaped like the Ostrich. He handed Sterling the pointer. Sterling motioned to Rag Man, who stood back and raised the paperweight. Sterling stepped back from the door, raising the stick.
The door eased open. Rag Man shouted and swung the paperweight before Aideen processed the two Trappers. The one Rag Man attacked stumbled, but the Trapper behind him shouted and pushed to the front. Sterling cracked him over the head with the stick, and the Trapper flinched.
The first Trapper collected himself and ran for Rag Man, plowing into him and shoving him against the wall. Rag Man fell, dropping the paperweight.
“No!” Aideen cried.
The first Trapper turned to her as the second Trapper faced off against Sterling. Aideen backed away from the Trapper, but there was nowhere to go. He had trapped her in a corner with no weapon.
Rag Man growled and the Trapper cornering Aideen fell forward. She ducked out of the way as he and Rag Man fell to the ground. They struggled, but before Aideen decided how to help, the Trapper had taken Rag Man’s head in both his hands and twisted.
Aideen’s stomach lurched at the snap.
“Sterling!” Aideen cried and stepped back as the Trapper stood.
There was a crack behind her and Sterling flew by her, brandishing the pointer stick. He drove it into the Trapper’s chest and the Trapper fell.
Aideen kneeled next to Rag Man and wiped away the tears pooling in her eyes.
“He was the last family I had left. I had so many questions for him.”
Sterling put a hand on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry.”
They observed a moment of silence until a voice behind them called out. “Sterling! What happened?”
Aideen turned. Gideon stood in the doorway.
“Aideen? I thought you left.” He strode toward her, then stopped, rubbing his palms on his pants.
“I came back late last night. I arrived here at the Bo just before the attack.”
“It looks like these two got in from the back,” Sterling said. “Who was supposed to cover the rear?”
“I don’t know,” Gideon didn’t take his eyes off Aideen. “But I’ll tell Ash what happened.”
“How did you and the others fair?”
Gideon looked at him. “We lost eight men but got a dozen of theirs. We drove the others off.”
“They weren’t really trying if we got off that easy. They’ll be back.”
Gideon nodded, then glanced at Aideen before leaving.
Aideen turned back to Rag Man. “He never even told me his name.”
She stroked his hair, trying not to notice his head was facing the wrong way.
“His name was Shay,” Sterling said.
“That was Daddy’s name.” Aideen burst into tears.
STERLING AND AIDEEN brought Shay behind the Brown Ostrich to bury him. Several Refuse had been digging graves for the others lost. Sterling and Aideen placed Shay’s body in front of one vacant hole.
“May we?” Sterling asked a Refuse with bright blue eyes resting on a shovel.
“That’s what it’s there for.”
Sterling glowered at him.
Aideen helped Sterling lower Shay into the hole, and Blue Eyes handed the shovel to Sterling. Aideen grabbed the shovel and took some displaced soil.
“I’m not sure what to say, but as far as I know, you were my only true family left.”
“Gee, I didn’t know,” Blue Eyes said.
“Give us a minute,” Sterling said.
Blue Eyes backed away, and Sterling put his arm around Aideen’s shoulders.
“Thank you for helping me, Shay,” Aideen continued. “And I’m sorry I got you killed.”
“This wasn’t your fault,” Sterling said.
“Wasn’t it? He was trying to protect me.”
“He chose to do so.”
Aideen shook her head and sprinkled the dirt from the shovel over Shay’s body. Sterling took the shovel and did the same. He held the shovel out, and Blue Eyes took it and filled in the grave.
Other Refuse carried bodies around the building. Sterling and Aideen walked to the front to see if they needed help, but a pair of Refuse picked up the last body and carried it past them. Aideen looked at Sterling. He put his arm around her shoulder, and they started up the front steps.
“You’re not supposed to be here,” a voice called.
Sterling and Aideen turned as Matt, the nurse Aideen had left for dead, approached from the west. As he neared them, he crossed his arms and frowned.
“I’m not?” Aideen asked. “What are you doing at the Brown Ostrich?”
“I led this attack. It was a warning, to dissuade you from trying to attack us. Our army is much larger than what you saw today. You’d never stand a chance.”
“If you think that scares us, you’re wrong.”
“What are you going to do, then?” Matt pulled out a knife and stepped toward her.
“If they have guns,” Aideen murmured to Sterling. “Why do they keep using knives?”
“I think it’s an ego thing. You’re not complaining, are you?”
“No. Do you have a weapon?”
“No.”
“Suggestions?” Aideen looked around as Matt got closer.
“Avoid the knife.”
“Thanks.” Aideen walked down the steps, trying to put as much space between her and Matt as possible. Sterling descended the steps in the opposite direction.
“Now, now. You two aren’t going to gang up on me now, are you? That wouldn’t be fair.”
“I regret not killing you when I had the chance.”
“Do you? You don’t seem the cold-blooded killer type.”
“Watch me.”
Aideen leaped at him. Matt jumped back, but Sterling grabbed him, swung him around so they were facing each other, and punched him. Matt broke free and laughed.
“Well, well, Mr. Falcon knows how to throw a punch. You hit like a girl,” he looked at Aideen. “I take that back. It could use some work, at any rate.”
“With pleasure.” Sterling moved toward Matt.
Matt ducked under Sterling’s cross and elbowed him in the ribs as he passed. Sterling wheezed, doubled over, and scurried out of Matt’s reach.
Aideen ran in close and kicked Matt in the stomach.
“Are you okay, Sterling?” Aideen called as she backed into a defensive stance.
“I’m fine,” he gasped.
Matt stood. He and Aideen circled, eyeing each other.
“Hey, take this!” Blue Eyes stood on the other side of Matt from Aideen. Sterling was near the foot of the stairs. When Blue Eyes tossed the shovel, Sterling caught it and swung at Matt’s legs.
Matt was slow in turning to see who had spoken, and the shovel knocked his legs out from under him.
Aideen ran to him and kneeled on his chest.
“My only family was killed in this attack. One of your Trappers broke his neck. Do you know how that feels?”
“No, I’m pleased to say I don’t.” Matt strained to speak.
Aideen imagined he was in a lot of pain. Not enough.
“Let me show you.” She grabbed his head in both hands and twisted hard.




Chapter Fifteen
The crack of Matt’s neck made Aideen’s stomach lurch, but she twisted it further, to be sure he was dead. She dropped his head and stood. The anger flooded out of her and left her legs weak as all that remained was regret and disgust. Her stomach lurched again, and she stumbled away to throw up what little was in her stomach.
She wiped her mouth and staggered to the steps where Sterling helped her sit.
“What did I do?”
The last time Aideen and Matt had crossed paths, she had left him lying face up in the road in Sterling’s village. He had been alive, but Aideen had chosen to leave him.
Would helping him then have changed anything?
If she had helped Matt, he could have attacked the Bo even sooner. And Aideen might never have learned that Shay was family.
But if she had struck him with the stone again, killing him, Shay may still be alive.
“What are you thinking?” Sterling asked.
“What will happen to the bodies?” She nodded not just to Matt, but to the other fallen Trappers.
“There’s a spot near the edge of the grounds where the Refuse dispose of them.”
“Dispose of? Like trash?”
“You feel they deserve better?”
Did they? Whose hate was fueling this war? The problem with blind fury—and blind faith—was that no one could see what was really happening.
Aideen knew something about that. “Blind drunk” had the same effect. Whose hate fueled the cruelty she had doled out to her own friends and family? They deserved better.
“Yes.”
Maybe the Trappers didn’t. But Aideen couldn’t make up for what she’d done to her family. Not from here. She had chosen to return to D’Nal Harrim to help Sterling and the Refuse. She had to live with her decision.
I always have a choice.
She had chosen. But as soon as Sterling was safe, she’d choose to go home. She had a lot more new choices to make there.
“We can talk about this later,” Sterling said. “Right now, we should find Ash and the others and figure out what to do before the Trappers attack again.”
STERLING LED AIDEEN to a conference room, where Ash, Gideon, Julie, and Jesse were already in discussion. They stopped talking when Sterling walked in, and Ash stood when Aideen entered behind him. Gideon looked at Aideen, then stared at his hands, clasped on the table in front of him.
“Aideen! Gideon said you had returned. I’m glad to see you.” He stood to hug her, then motioned for her to take a seat. “We’re discussing our next move. Please, join us.”
Sterling and Aideen sat.
“You remember everyone, Aideen?” Ash asked. “You can properly meet Jesse now.”
“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Jesse said. “If it’s true, I’m glad to have you with us.”
“‘If it’s true’?” Ash asked. “How often have I lied to you?”
“All I’m saying is that I need see her in action to trust a Refuse from Away with no training could do everything you claim she has.”
Aideen looked at Sterling and broadcast. What is he telling people I did?
Sterling shook his head.
“We should focus on the matter at hand,” Ash said. “The Trappers are attacking more often now, and they have a much larger army than we have.”
“The county to the east has firepower,” Jesse said. “We could enlist them to help us.”
“They won’t want to be dragged into this,” Gideon argued. “Dawn said they refused to help last time.”
You need to take the idol, the Ostrich thought.
Aideen started, not expecting the mental intrusion. What idol?
Jimmy has an item that the Trappers have imbued with great power, the Ostrich thought. They believe it to be the reason your father never returned after the Legendary War. If the Refuse had the idol, the Trappers would fear you, and lose much of their perceived power.
“Aideen?” Ash asked.
“Sorry, what?”
“Did we lose you? Sterling asked for your thoughts.”
“Tell me about this idol the Trappers have.”
Sterling jumped in his seat. “How do you know about the idol?”
“The Ostrich just told me we should take it from them. She said they believe the idol is the reason my father never returned.”
“The Ostrich spoke to you?” Jesse asked. “How?”
“What does the idol have to do with your father?” Julie asked.
“Returned where?” Gideon’s eyes darted away when Aideen looked at him.
She caught everyone up on what she’d learned about broadcasting, the idol, and her father. “The Trappers seem to—” Aideen stopped as the Ostrich broadcast again.
There’s more, the Ostrich thought. The idol is a casing. It holds an Ostrich talon. The Trappers don’t want us to plant it.
“What’s wrong?” Gideon asked.
Aideen put her hand up. What do they want an Ostrich talon for? And why would we plant it?
If the talon is removed from the casing and placed in the Chasm, the Ostrich thought. A new Ostrich will grow. The Trappers know I am the last of my kind. They will be glad to see us die off. And without an Ostrich, I fear some Refuse may lose hope.
We still have you.
I won’t live forever, the Ostrich thought.
“We need to get the idol,” Aideen said. “There’s an Ostrich talon in it.”
Gideon’s quizzical look stood out among the wonder of the native D’Nalians.
“Planting an Ostrich talon in the Chasm will allow another Ostrich to grow,” Sterling told him.
Gideon slowly nodded and glanced at Aideen, one eyebrow raised. She shrugged.
“It will be dangerous to go after the idol,” Jesse said.
“We must try,” Ash said. “If the Trappers are that afraid of us taking possession . . .”
“We don’t know where it is,” Jesse said.
“No doubt it’s kept in the village,” Ash said. “Likely in Jimmy’s own home. He wouldn’t trust anyone else with it.”
“It’s a suicide mission,” Jesse said. “We’re outnumbered, with no chance of succeeding. What we need to do is stay here, fortify the building, and send for more help.”
“If just one or two of us went,” Aideen said. “We could sneak into the village. After dark, maybe, so they wouldn’t even notice.”
Ash shook his head.
“I like Aideen’s plan,” Gideon said before Ash could argue.
Jesse harrumphed.
Ash looked at each person in the room as if he were playing ‘Bubble Gum’ in his head. “Fine.”
“I’ll go,” Gideon volunteered.
“No, I’ll go.” Ash stood. “I need you to stay here. Everyone who has completed training must become trainers now. Finish with the others, train the nurses. Anyone who hasn’t wielded a weapon before must learn how.”
Gideon frowned but didn’t argue.
“Jesse, you mentioned enlisting help. Do it. Send messengers to the north and the east. See if anyone will join us. Emphasize the likelihood of the Trappers extending their domain if they defeat us.”
Jesse nodded.
“Julie and Sterling, make sure the Bo is as fortified as it can be and fully stocked with food and medical supplies. If we have to hunker down or care for many wounded, I want to be prepared.”
They nodded and murmured.
“I’ll go with you after the idol,” Aideen said.
“No,” Sterling said.
Ash hesitated.
“It was my idea,” Aideen said.
Ash cocked his head. “You said it was the Ostrich’s idea.”
“Then we can take her too.”
Gideon laughed as Ash grinned.
“You can come,” Ash said. “We’ll bring two others with us. We leave in an hour.”
Sterling slumped in his chair and glared at Ash.
What’s that about? Aideen turned back to Ash.
“You don’t want to wait until it’s dark?” Aideen asked.
“The longer we wait, the bigger the advantage the Trappers have. If we’re going to do this, it has to happen now.”
“AIDEEN, THIS IS RIO.” Ash gestured as he introduced them.
“Rye-oh’s an unusual name,” Aideen said before taking another bite from the gojoos in her hand.
“It’s common in my family. Every firstborn male receives it.”
“Oh.” Aideen looked at Ash. “Were we going to have a fourth?”
“Gilmont’s on his way,” Rio said. “He was less eager to come.”
“I don’t blame him,” Aideen said. “You’re looking forward to this?”
“I am proud to serve the Ostrich, however I am called to do so.” Rio stood taller.
Aideen nodded and avoided eye contact until Gilmont arrived.
“Gilmont, this is Aideen,” Ash said. “The plan is to set out at a steady pace for the craglands. Aideen believes the Ostrich may assist us personally.”
“What would someone from Away know about whether the Ostrich would help?” Rio asked.
“She’s had help from the Ostrich before. Besides, the Ostrich has a vested interest in our succeeding.”
Rio shook his head, but Gilmont seemed impressed with Aideen’s connection.
Rio will come around when we get to the Chasm.
They left the Bo, packs light. Ash explained it would take three hours to get across the southern stretch of D’Nal Harrim to the Chasm. Aideen hoped, once they were there, the Ostrich would offer a ride the rest of the way. Otherwise, it would take twice as long.
THEY REACHED THE EDGE of the craglands shortly before midday. Travel through the grass and hardpan had been quick. Now they had to pick their way over the rocks, paying attention so as not to twist their ankles. Aideen broadcast to the Ostrich.
Ash and I, and two other Refuse, are on our way to you. We’re going after the idol but could use some help.
I can give two of you a ride to the Trapper village, the Ostrich thought.
Do you know where they’d be likely to have the idol?
Trapper Mansion, the Ostrich thought. The largest house, at the far end of the village. Their leader lives there.
Would you be able to come back for the other two, in case we need backup?
Yes, the Ostrich thought. That is reasonable.
Thank you. I hope this will be the start of a quick end to this mess.
AS THEY APPROACHED the Chasm, the Ostrich flew straight up into the air, like a phoenix rising from ashes. She hovered for a moment before spiraling down to meet her visitors. She stood facing the quartet, stretching her wings to their full length before tucking them back.
“Long live the Ostrich,” Rio breathed, and bowed.
Gilmont looked at Rio, then at Ash and Aideen. He seemed at a loss for the proper greeting. He settled on bowing his head, combined with a quick salute. Aideen tried not to laugh.
Tell them to stop or I won’t help, the Ostrich thought.
Aideen couldn’t hold back the laughter after that comment.
“What’s so funny?” Rio asked.
“The Ostrich doesn’t appreciate all the pomp and circumstance. She won’t help us if you can’t act normal.”
“The Ostrich would never say that.”
I would and did, the Ostrich thought. I will not condone such idiocy.
Rio’s expression told Aideen he had heard the broadcast.
“The Ostrich will help us get to the village,” Aideen said. “She’ll take Ash and me to the far side of the village first, where the idol likely is. Then she’ll be back for you two.”
“What are we supposed to do, wait?” Gilmont asked.
I will meet you at the western edge of the south woods, the Ostrich thought.
Rio nodded, but Gilmont still seemed to be waiting for an answer.
“Start through the woods.” Aideen pointed. “She’ll meet you at the other side.”
The Ostrich turned to let Ash and Aideen climb onto her back. They took off into the afternoon sky.
They passed over the forest Shay brought Aideen through, after she had escaped from Jay Ridge the first time. She remembered how her second time in this part of the country was by her own choice. And here she was again, headed straight for trouble. With luck, the third time would be the charm for her, not the Trappers.
Beyond the forest was a field. Aideen could see Jay Ridge to the north. They flew over more trees before coming to a grouping of dark houses much too large to qualify as a village. With the houses arranged in concentric circles, roads bisected the village leading north to south and east to west, like crosshairs. At the center of the village was an enormous statue of a Turkey striking an intimidating pose.
There are so many houses.
And even more Trappers, the Ostrich thought.
What have we gotten into?
The Ostrich didn’t reply. She circled over a patch of land several yards beyond the very last—and very large—house and descended.
Ash and Aideen slid down and stood looking at the old Victorian-esque building. It wasn’t colorfully painted, as Victorians usually are; rather, the siding was natural, dark wood.
“Those look like hand-hewn shakes,” Aideen said.
“Can we focus?” Ash asked.
Good luck, the Ostrich thought as she rose into the air.
Aideen nodded and looked back at the house. A shadow passed in an upstairs window. Ash motioned for her to get close to the wall, and Aideen hoped Jimmy hadn’t seen them land.
“We need to figure out how to get in.” Ash leaned away from the house and looked down its length. “There’s the door down there, or we go in the window right here.”
“Can we open the window from here?” Aideen reached to try.
Ash tried to help, but they couldn’t budge it.
“I’ll go in through the door, then pass the idol out to you through the window,” Ash said.
“Why don’t we both go in?”
“Two people will make more noise than one. We’re more likely to get caught that way. As soon as I hand it off, go. Don’t wait for me to get back out. I’ll make sure no one follows you.”
“I won’t leave you.”
“You won’t be leaving me. I’ll be right behind you. I just don’t want you to hesitate. Every extra moment you’re here, you’re in more danger and more likely to be caught. The sooner we get the idol away from them, the sooner we get the advantage. Now stay here. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
Ash hugged the wall as he made his way to the door. He fidgeted with the lock, but it soon popped open. He slid inside and eased the door shut behind him.
Aideen shifted her weight from one foot to the other as the minutes passed in silence. Finally, the window above her slid open.
“Take it and run,” he handed the idol to her. “I hear them coming down the stairs.”
“But I can’t—”
“Go!” Ash gave her shoulder a small shove. “Now!”
Aideen hugged the idol—small enough to have fit into a catcher’s mitt—to her chest. She scurried toward their landing point as something ceramic broke inside the house. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw two people struggling on the other side of the window. She reached the landing point but there was no sign of the Ostrich. Not surprising. It hadn’t been that long yet. She found a tree thick enough to hide her from the view of the house as she awaited the Ostrich’s return.
Aideen fiddled with the idol and peered toward the house every few seconds, fearing the worst for Ash. She leaned her back against the tree and rocked side to side. Finally, a shadow passed overhead and the Ostrich circled down to the clearing.
“What do we do?” Aideen asked, forgetting to broadcast. “They caught Ash.”
The Ostrich honked loud enough to echo through the village.
“Are you crazy? Everyone will know we’re here.”
Not everyone can hear my broadcast, remember? the Ostrich thought. Let’s find them.
Aideen hopped onto the Ostrich’s back, and they flew to the front of the mansion. Rio and Gilmont were running in from the east. Jimmy was marching Ash down the front stairs. As the Ostrich landed, Trappers came to their front doors.
“Well, isn’t this a fun little party,” Jimmy said. “You even brought the Ostrich. Interesting choice.”
He turned to Aideen and wrapped his arm around Ash’s throat.
“Give me the idol, and perhaps I won’t snap his neck.”
“Don’t . . . do it,” Ash wheezed.
He’s right, Young One, the Ostrich thought. It’s too important to let them keep it. We must leave here with it.
But he’ll kill Ash! We can’t let him do that.
We must, the Ostrich thought. Ash knows what he’s doing. He knew you wouldn’t all make it back. But YOU must make it back. With the idol. Get on my back and let’s get out of here.
I can’t. Aideen held out the idol.
Jimmy laughed as he grabbed it. Without hesitation, he stabbed Ash in the heart with it.




Chapter Sixteen
Gilmont attacked Jimmy. Aideen, squeezing back tears, kneeled beside Ash’s body. Rio stood behind her line of sight.
“I’m so sorry,” she murmured.
The idol fell to Aideen’s left. She picked it up and stood, watching Gilmont struggle.
I could kill Jimmy now.
And you’d never get out of here alive, thought the Ostrich. The whole village is watching.
Aideen looked around at the houses. Each one had someone standing in the doorway, and several Trappers were coming to Jimmy’s aid.
Rio brandished his knife, with his back to Aideen and the Ostrich, ready to attack anyone who tried. Aideen pulled on his arm.
“You and I need to get out of here.”
“What about—” Rio turned as Gilmont fell.
Jimmy lifted a foot and smashed it down on Gilmont’s head.
“Come on.” Aideen leaped onto the Ostrich.
Rio vaulted on behind her, and the Ostrich took off.
They were soaring over the south woods as a screech emanated from behind them. Aideen peered around Rio to see three Turkeys gaining on them.
The Ostrich landed just short of the Chasm, letting Aideen and Rio off before turning to face the oncoming threat.
Leave me, Young One, the Ostrich thought. You must return with the idol. I will hold them off.
Aideen hesitated. She wasn’t keen on leaving the Ostrich alone and outnumbered against the Turkeys. But if they failed in getting the idol back to the Bo . . .
Rio pulled on her arm, and they turned to go. Aideen looked over her shoulder as the Ostrich charged at one Turkey. She knocked it down, only to be tag teamed by the other two Turkeys. The Ostrich screamed. Blood spouted.
“No!” Aideen stopped and tried to go back to help the Ostrich, but Rio grabbed her.
“We can’t leave her—” Aideen stopped as she watched in horror as the Turkeys tore the Ostrich apart. Her stomach churned and she gagged.
“Come on, let’s get this idol home. Gideon will want to know you’re safe.”
“But. . .”
“Shh. We’re still in danger of being followed.”
They ran toward the Bo.
AIDEEN AND RIO RETURNED to the Brown Ostrich, breathless. Aideen couldn’t remember ever sustaining a run for so long. And still, her fears waited for her. Her stomach dropped when faced with having to deliver the news.
Sterling and Gideon ran out to meet them.
“You made it!” Gideon stopped in front of Aideen and stared at the object in her hands. “You got the idol.”
“The others?” Sterling asked. The look in his eyes excused Aideen from having to say it aloud. “What happened?”
“We went to the Ostrich,” Rio started. “And—”
“Wait,” Aideen said. “Let’s gather everyone. I don’t think I can handle more than one telling.”
“Rio, spread the word,” Sterling said. “We’ll meet in the dining hall.”
Rio nodded and went inside.
“May I?” Gideon held his hands out.
Aideen gave him the idol and looked at Sterling. He put an arm around her.
Gideon turned the idol over. “How can something so small be so important?”
AIDEEN AND RIO STOOD in front of a sea of hopeful faces. Sterling stood behind them, while Gideon cradled the idol next to him.
Aideen cleared her throat and related her story to the Refuse. Rio chimed in here and there, offering details Aideen had missed. The crowd cried out when they got to the part where Jimmy killed Ash. There were murmurs at the news they had escaped with the idol, but all hell broke loose when the Refuse heard about the Ostrich.
“Heretic!”
“Devil!”
“She killed the Ostrich, sure as if she had slit the beast’s throat herself!”
Refuse shoved and cried and shouted. Aideen looked at Sterling. If they didn’t do something fast, they’d have an angry mob on their hands. And they’d be out for Aideen’s blood.
“The Trappers brought her over,” another Refuse shouted. “We shouldn’t have trusted her.”
Sterling called for silence, but no one responded. He stood on a table and emitted an ear-piercing whistle. The crowd hushed.
“It’s true, we have suffered two major losses,” Sterling started.
“And it’s all that nonpat’s fault! Send her to Jay Ridge!”
Aideen didn’t know what a ‘nonpat’ was, but she could tell it wasn’t good.
“Let’s hold off on that.” Sterling put up a hand, as if that would stop anyone. “Aideen brought the idol back. The Trappers have that much less power because of her.”
“But at what cost?”
“Ash trained us all! We are his army.”
“How can we go on without the Ostrich to guide us? To give us strength?”
“What will we do now?”
Fear hung thick in the air, waiting to be ignited by the spark of an overheated temper.
“You forget,” Sterling cried out. “Ash was not prophesied to lead us in this war, nor was the Ostrich. Gideon still lives, as does Aideen. There is still hope.”
“The Prophesied One would never put the Ostrich in danger!”
“She’s no leader!”
Gideon jumped onto the table next to Sterling. “Silence!”
The crowd quieted.
“Aideen, like me, came here unaware of what was in store for her. She has evaded Trappers and Turkeys, escaped Jay Ridge twice, and killed a Trapper. She rescued Sterling.” Gideon motioned to the man next to him. “When he was taken to Crowned Eagle Mountain. She is not of this world, but she has risked her life repeatedly to help you.
“I never met the Ostrich,” Gideon continued. “But I am certain she would only put herself in danger if there was something of the utmost importance at stake.”
Sterling nodded. The crowd murmured.
Maybe Gideon is the Prophesied One after all. The Refuse seemed open to his leadership.
“It’s late,” Sterling said. “I suggest we all try to sleep. We will regroup in the morning and determine how to proceed.”
The Refuse filed out of the dining hall. Some wept, and some were in silent shock. Aideen caught a few more dirty looks, but there were no more threats. She’d take it.
“What should we do with the idol?” Gideon asked.
“Keep it with you. We need to guard it until we have a plan.”
Gideon nodded. He looked at Aideen, not quite making eye contact. “It’s not your fault.”
“Thank you.”
Gideon left, hugging the idol to his chest.
Aideen sat on the long bench spanning the length of the table Sterling and Gideon had just been standing on. Sterling sat down next to her.
“I know I’m not to blame,” Aideen said. “But that doesn’t make it any easier.”
“I know.”
“Jonathan, Shay, Ash, the Ostrich . . . Things could have gone different if I hadn’t been here.”
“Yes. They could have gone worse.”
“I know.” Aideen shuffled her feet. “You were closer to them than I was. How are you handling it so well?”
“I remind myself that this isn’t an ending.” Sterling wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “They may no longer be with us, but we haven’t lost them. This is a new beginning, a new fight, a new chance to stand up for what we believe in.”
“So, what do we do now? The only way this war ends and the people of D’Nal Harrim can truly be free is to defeat the Trappers, once and for all. And we can’t survive another full-on attack. There aren’t enough of us.”
“What would you suggest?”
“Me? How would I know?”
“You have as much war experience as Gideon does. And more experience with the Trappers. You’re in as good a position as any to suggest a plan of action.”
Aideen thought, but her brain kept replaying recent events. She wiped a tear from her eye.
“I don’t know.”
“You’ll feel better after some rest.” Sterling rubbed her shoulder and stood. “Get some sleep. I’ll have someone bring gojoos to you in your rooms.”
THE NEXT MORNING, AIDEEN and Sterling ate breakfast in the dining hall. Aideen’s thoughts wandered to the Refuse’s comments of the night before, and she shook her head.
If I could just come up with a plan, maybe they could forgive me.
“Jimmy wants the idol back,” Aideen said between bites of gojoos. Her appetite still wasn’t quite normal, but the nausea was finally subsiding.
Sterling grunted in agreement, his mouth full of hashed kahsihvee, which looked and tasted like the crispy hash browns Aideen was used to.
“We could use it as bait. Set a trap.”
“What sort of trap?” Sterling sounded doubtful.
Aideen sighed. “I haven’t figured that part out yet.”
Sterling looked at his plate before taking another bite of food.
“If we told him we’d give it back,” Aideen continued, “and ambushed him when he arrived . . . But he’d expect that. He’d bring his army.”
“We need to take his army out of the picture.”
“Yeah.” Aideen shoveled more food into her mouth. “How?”
They looked at each other, mulling over the question as they chewed their breakfast.
Gideon approached the table from the buffet line at the back of the dining hall and plopped his tray down next to Aideen’s.
“I assume you both slept as lousy as I did.” He sat, looking at Sterling.
Aideen and Sterling nodded.
“How do we deal with the Trapper army?” Aideen asked Gideon.
“W- What do you mean?” He fumbled with his silverware, dropping his fork into his kahsihvee.
“I mean, we can lure Jimmy into an ambush with the idol, but how do we keep him from bringing his army with him?”
Gideon frowned as he wiped his fork with a napkin and cut his Turkey bacon into pieces. “Is there something else we can lure the army with?”
They finished their breakfast in silence, lacking an answer for the outstanding question.
“I’ll think of something.” Gideon stood. “They look up to me now. They’ll expect me to lead them, without Ash. The prophecy will hold true.” He gathered their trays, making brief eye contact with Aideen, and returned to the back of the room.
Aideen was not comforted by the thought. Judging by Sterling’s expression, neither was he. Aideen had already recognized the change in Gideon’s behavior.
“He’s regained some confidence,” she said.
“Confidence is good,” Sterling said. “Arrogance is dangerous.”
“You think it’s arrogance?”
“There’s a fine line.”
“What do we do? If we make any mistakes, we will lose more people to this war.”
“Even if we do things right,” Sterling wiped his mouth with a napkin and tossed it onto his empty plate. “We’ll lose more people before the war is over.”
“Then what’s the point?”
“Things will only get worse for us if we don’t check the power and growth of the Trappers now.”
“So, what do we do?” Aideen asked.
Jesse ran into the dining hall.
“Trappers are coming,” he cried. “At least a hundred.”
Gideon returned to Aideen and Sterling as Jesse made his way over. Rio had been at another table and joined them.
“Any sign of the others?” Gideon asked. “From the East?”
“They’re on their way.”
“Until they arrive, there’s nothing to do at this point but defend the Bo and the idol,” Sterling said. “Gideon, do you still have it?”
Gideon pulled it from his waistband.
“Give it to Aideen. She’ll keep it safe.”
Gideon handed it over, fingers brushing Aideen’s palm.
“How will we keep her safe?” Jesse asked.
“Rio,” Gideon said. “Take three others to guard Aideen. She’ll take shelter with the idol in the gym.”
“That’s ridiculous.” Aideen felt a little hurt that Gideon wouldn’t let her help. “You need us all to fight.”
“We need someone to keep the idol safe and out of the Trappers’ hands.” Sterling held her hand. “Rio’s an extra obstacle for them to get through if they make it past the rest of us. But we need someone with eyes on the idol. If we hide it somewhere, and the Trappers get past our defenses . . .”
“. . . They could use it on us before we even realize it’s gone,” Aideen finished. She understood, but she didn’t like it. She looked at Gideon. “What are you going to do?”
“If we split into separate armies and attack from different sides, we may be able to pare down their numbers some,” he said.
“We have fewer people, so you want to separate us further?” she asked. “Is that a good idea?”
“As long as we attack before they’re ready for us, they won’t be prepared to defend their flanks.” Gideon shoved his hands in his pockets and looked from Aideen to the floor and back. “We’ll wait for them to approach the Bo, so they’ll be expecting us to hit them head-on. It could be the advantage we need, but we must hurry. We don’t want them to see what we’re planning.”
“Plus,” Sterling said. “If reinforcements are close, it’ll be another surprise for the Trappers.”
Gideon called those still in the dining hall to join him in the foyer where he could assign the troops. Aideen worried their plan wouldn’t make up for the vast difference in head counts. Cleverness could only get you so far against an army that outnumbered yours three to one.
“I’ll bring my men to the back door,” Rio said to Aideen. “Meet us there, and we’ll escort you to the gym.”
Sterling waited for the others to leave the room before turning to Aideen.
“You’ll be okay.” He put his hand on Aideen’s shoulder. “And this will all work out. You’ll see.”
Aideen shook her head.
“There are too few of us to beat an army that size. How can you still have so much faith in the prophecy?”
Sterling’s hand dropped.
“What good is not having faith?” He turned to leave.
“Wait.”
Sterling turned back to her. She turned the idol over in her hands.
“Something wrong?” He asked.
“I don’t want to separate them.”
“You have to separate them. Even in the right environment, the talon will only grow if it’s removed from the casing.”
“What if it’s gotten attached to the casing?”
“They’re not attached.” Sterling took the idol from her and popped it open, removing the talon. “The talon can leave whenever it wants.”
He handed it to her. She studied it, then handed it back.
“I don’t think it wants to leave.”
She watched Sterling’s hands as he secured the talon within the casing. “The talon is destined for greater things.”
“Still . . .”
Sterling placed the idol in her hands and wrapped her fingers around it. “I need to go. Gideon is waiting.”
Aideen nodded, lips tight.
“Good luck,” Sterling said.
“I thought you knew I’d be okay.”
“I do.” He smiled. “But what harm would a little extra luck do?”
Aideen smiled back and kissed him on the cheek.
“That’s all I get? What if I don’t make it back alive?”
“Then you should keep some of that luck for yourself.”
“Now, how are you going to feel if those are your last words to me?”
“Are you trying to make me nervous again?”
“No, I’m trying to get you to say something nice to me.”
Aideen looked at Sterling. “Your hair looks good today.”
Sterling laughed. “I guess that’ll do.”
Aideen grabbed him and kissed him. “Come back alive.”
AIDEEN WAITED AT THE BACK door of the main building for Rio and his chosen guardians of the idol.
Guardians of the idol guardian, more accurately.
Rio rushed down the hall with three men close on his heels.
“They’ve reached the front lawns. We must hurry. I’m sure they’ll have some Trappers break off and attack from behind. We can’t let them see us hiding you.”
The five of them raced out the back to the smaller building that housed the gym and training equipment.
“Rio, the targets,” one man said. “They could provide some cover.”
“Move them into position.”
Two of the men broke off to reposition the targets. Rio led Aideen and the third man into the gym.
“Keep the lights off,” Rio said. “We don’t want to give away that anyone’s in here. Stay away from the windows. Del, station yourself outside the back door. Use one of those dummies for cover. If Trappers attack, bang on the door so Aideen knows there’s company.”
“What about you?” Aideen asked Rio.
“I’ll be out front with the others. If we’re overtaken, I’ll whistle. Assuming you haven’t received the sign from Del, go out the back and run. There’s another village a few miles to the east. Find Ellen and tell her I sent you. She’ll keep you safe.”
“And if both you and Del have signaled me?”
“I hope you fight as well as you run.” Rio pointed to a caged area. “There are bows, arrows, and swords in there. Take whatever you think you can use. Be ready.”
Aideen nodded. As Del and Rio left to take their positions, Aideen walked to the cage.
Arrows or swords? Aideen had participated in archery in gym class one year, but it wasn’t exactly combat archery. Arrows assume there’ll be a distance between my attacker and me. That won’t be the case if they’ve gotten past Rio and the others.
She picked up a few swords that all felt too heavy for her to swing with any precision until she found one that was thinner than the others. Not a fencing epee (judging by photos she’d seen), but manageable, she hoped.
Idol in one hand and sword in the other, she looked for a place to wait. The wall to the left of the front door was covered in hand and footholds.
A climbing wall. I could see what’s going on outside through the transom from higher up.
She would have to leave the sword and idol on the ground, but if she could see what was going on, she’d know when to return to them.
As she got into position, half a dozen Trappers came into view between the main building and the front of the gym. Rio and the others were nowhere in sight. Aideen knew they were hiding behind the archery targets, but she hoped they were planning on attacking before they got to the door.
As the thought formed, the two men who had arranged the targets sprung from their hiding spots. Four of the Trappers had swords, giving Aideen’s protectors a fighting chance. But two had guns. The Refuse took out two of the Trappers before getting shot down.
Aideen hoped Del heard the shots and took cover, because two of the remaining Trappers split to either side, likely to circle around back. The two who stayed—one of whom had a gun—started for the door. Rio bounded out and slit the throat of the Trapper with the sword. He whistled to warn Aideen as the Trapper with the gun turned and aimed. Rio’s whistle died as a bullet tore open his throat.




Chapter Seventeen
Aideen dropped to the ground, scooping up the idol in her left hand and gripping the sword with her right. She ducked behind some foam mats that hid her from whoever came in the front. If the Trappers who went around back made it past Del first, though, they’d see her at once.
The front door opened and Aideen crouched, peering around the side of the mats. First into the gym was the Trapper’s gun, pointed at chest level. The Trapper followed it in, swept the firearm in an arc across the dark room, and started toward the obvious hiding place. Aideen wondered how long to wait before jumping out when Del’s signal came from the back of the room.
The Trapper pointed his gun at the back door and crept toward it. Aideen watched as he passed her.
I’ve got one shot to surprise him, so I need to make it count.
She leaped from her cover, sword raised. She ran at the Trapper and swung the sword as he turned. Her aim was off, but she knocked the gun from the Trapper’s hand. He moved as if to go after the gun, then stopped himself. He looked at Aideen’s left hand and dove toward her instead. The idol fell out of her grasp, and they both scrambled for it.
The Trapper was faster, and he jumped back, idol pointed at her. Aideen trained her sword on him and waited for his next move. She expected he’d run, treasure in hand, so she was slow in moving out of the way when he ran at her instead. The sharp edge of the idol tore her shirt as she edged out of the way just in time.
“You have the idol. Why not run?” she asked.
“The idol is the only thing that can kill the Prophesied One. Kill the One, and we are saved.” The Trapper pounced at her again, but she was ready. She knocked his hand away with her thin sword, forgetting how sharp it was. The hand startled her as it flew, still clutching the idol.
The Trapper hugged his truncated arm to his chest and scrambled after his hand. Again—to Aideen’s surprise—he was more focused on the idol. He grabbed it and stood facing Aideen, pointing the idol at her heart.
“You’re crazy,” Aideen said.
The Trapper screamed as he ran at her. She swung the sword and the Trapper fell, blood pouring from his nearly severed neck.
A roar erupted from outside the gym, followed by stampeding footsteps. Aideen peered toward the front door and saw a wave of people she didn’t recognize running past the gym, toward the front lawns of the Bo.
Our friends to the East?
She retrieved the idol and turned toward the back door. No one had come through. She wasn’t sure whether that was a good sign or a bad one. Was Del dead? Had he taken the other Trappers with him? She assumed that had the Trappers defeated Del, they would have entered the gym. She scurried to the door and cracked it open. Del crouched beside the dummy he had brought outside to use as cover.
“Del?” Aideen whispered.
He turned to reveal he was missing part of his jaw. Blood poured down his neck and shirt.
“Oh my god!” Aideen looked around frantically for something to stop the bleeding.
“Trah-huh. Guh. Shah ee.” He pointed to two bodies Aideen hadn’t noticed, then to his face.
“Shh.” Aideen hurried to one body and tore off a piece of its shirt. She pressed the cloth against Del’s face. “Let’s go back to the main building. Julie can help you.”
“Wahf smo?”
Del took the cloth as Aideen helped him to his feet.
“Come on,” she said.
They raced to the back door of the main building. Once inside, Del stumbled and fell to the ground. The cloth dropped from his hand, smearing blood on the white tile.
“Del?” Aideen kneeled by him and shook him. He wasn’t responding. “Help!”
She didn’t know if there was anyone left inside, let alone in earshot. After tucking the idol into her waistband, she grabbed Del’s arms and dragged him down the hall toward the infirmary. Rounding a corner, she encountered a nurse.
“Please help. He was shot in the face. His jaw’s a mess, and he fainted.”
The nurse helped Aideen carry Del to the infirmary, where they laid him on a bed. The nurse called for Julie, who was rushing between other patients. Casualties from out front. Aideen wondered if Sterling was still alive.
Sterling, she broadcast. Are you okay?
Not a good time, he thought.
Responding was a good sign. She’d take it.
Julie came to Del’s bed. “I can save him, but I won’t be able to reconstruct his jaw. He’ll likely never be able to speak again. Maybe even eat.”
Aideen squeezed Del’s hand. He still hadn’t regained consciousness.
“Do you know how it’s going out there?” She asked Julie.
“All I know is we’ve got more injured than I and the other two nurses can handle. We’ve got some others who know first aid helping us, but we need more than first aid.”
“Is there anything I can do to help? I only have first aid experience, too, but I’m good with my hands and at following directions.”
“Find Jesse. Bring him back safe.” Julie looked Aideen in the eyes. “He’s my only family. I don’t know that I could bear it if he . . .” Julie turned to Del and attended to his face.
Aideen put a hand on Julie’s shoulder as a twinge of pain flared in her heart. She wouldn’t let this war tear another family apart if she could help it.
“I’ll do what I can.” She turned for the door then paused, pulling the idol from her waistband. “I don’t want to lose this.”
Julie pointed with her elbow to a cabinet across the room.
“It should be safe in there for now.”
Aideen placed the idol among medicine bottles and raced back the way she came, headed for the gym again. Everyone seemed busy with the fighting out front; she saw no one else behind the main building. Retrieving her sword and a scabbard, she secured it to her waist then slung a full quiver of arrows over her shoulder. She grabbed a bow, pulled out an arrow, and hoped she remembered enough from Jay Ridge High School gym class to be of some use.
Go Hummingbirds. She ran toward the front of the main building.
Swords clanged, guns fired, people yelled and screamed. She slowed as she reached the corner and took a deep breath. Raising her bow, she stepped into the action. No one noticed her yet, so she got off a few shots before a Trapper whose shoulder she just missed started toward her. She shot straight at his heart and nearly hit her target. He fell, arrow poking out of his stomach.
Aideen stepped closer, searching for Sterling, Gideon, and Jesse. She didn’t know if any of them had been part of the group who had posted here. She glimpsed Sterling, back to back with a Refuse who stood a full foot taller than him, holding off three Trappers.
Aideen aimed and shot an arrow into one of the Trapper’s backs. He went down. Sterling’s eyes followed him, then shot up, looking for the archer. He frowned at Aideen.
Idol? he thought.
Hidden inside. Aideen nodded her head toward the main building and turned to shoot down another Trapper who had spotted her and was fast approaching.
Several more Trappers broke away from the battle and headed for her. She flung three arrows in quick succession before abandoning the bow for her sword.
Two Trappers confronted her, their own swords raised. Not daring to think, Aideen attacked with every ounce of energy left in her body. She parried a few blows before knocking the sword out of one of the Trapper’s hands. The other Trapper retaliated in kind, and Aideen backed away, stomach knotted.
The Trappers closed in before falling, one at a time, revealing Sterling and Hightower (as she had dubbed his sword-fighting companion).
“Thanks.” Aideen retrieved her sword.
“It looks like they’re retreating,” Hightower said. “We actually got to them.”
“Yeah, but how many more didn’t come today?” Sterling asked.
“Geez, could we get just two seconds of victory, for morale’s sake?” Aideen asked.
Sterling waited for a two-count before continuing. “They’re not done with us. Not with Aideen and the idol still here.”
“What if they’ve decided Gideon is the Prophesied One and they’ve captured him?” she asked. “They’d settle for that, wouldn’t they?”
“Not this time.” Hightower pointed west as what remained of the Refuse army returned.
Gideon was among them. So was Jesse, to Aideen’s relief. The men saw them watching and joined them.
“They retreated,” Gideon said, flashing a timid smile at Aideen. “That’s a good sign.”
“Sterling says there’s more of them,” Hightower said.
“There’s definitely more of them,” Aideen said. “Have you seen their ‘village’?”
“What’s the plan now?” Jesse asked.
“You should go see your sister,” Aideen told him. “She was freaking out earlier. She’d love to see you’re okay.”
Jesse nodded and jogged inside.
“We should go after the retreating Trappers,” Aideen said.
“What good will that do?” Sterling asked. “We’re just as exhausted as they are. We need to rest and regroup.”
“Aideen’s right,” Gideon said. “Catch them while they’re not expecting us. We stand a chance against them if they’re tired.”
“I don’t think we should act without thinking this through—”
“We can’t give them the chance to think,” Gideon said. “Strike now, and this could all be over soon.”
“I’m ready for it to be over,” Aideen said.
Sterling shook his head.
“I don’t recommend this, and I don’t think you’ll find many Refuse left who’ll be willing to help. That said, I will join you. One of you must be the Prophesied One, so if you’re both set on doing this, it must be for the best.”
They stopped a few of the Refuse heading inside, sharing their plan. Only three others were willing to join them. They set out west at a jog, hoping to catch up with the retreating troop before they returned to Jay Ridge, and reinforcements.
THEY CAME UPON the Compass pond, remains of the tower still strewn about the island. Aideen assumed Sterling’s priority had been helping to rebuild the Bo and he had put the tower on hold. But something else was going on: Nox hunched over something in front of the remains of the elevator. She hadn’t noticed them yet.
“Sterling.” Aideen pointed as he looked at her. He spotted Nox and slowed.
“What is she doing here?”
“Who is she?” Gideon asked.
“Nox.” Sterling frowned. “Jimmy’s girlfriend and acting leader of the Trappers while he was Away.”
“Jimmy is the Trapper she was seeing?” Aideen shuddered. It would have saved the Trappers a lot of trouble had Nox killed Aideen when they first met. How lucky that all Nox had done was threaten her.
“She’s the one who ordered the Trappers to destroy the Bo?” Gideon asked. “The reason Michael is dead? Nox!” Gideon stormed toward the island.
Nox jumped, revealing what she had been hunching over. It was Lux’s body.
“Oh my god!” Aideen nudged Sterling. “Gideon, wait!”
Aideen, Sterling, and the others hurried after Gideon.
Nox stepped toward Gideon, sneering.
Why isn’t she running?
Nox put her hand to her neck, and panic flushed her face. The necklace she had been wearing when Aideen last saw her was gone. Nox spun toward her sister’s body and bent, just as Gideon reached her. He grabbed her arm and threw her to the ground, out of reach of her sister.
Aideen stopped on the other side of Nox from Gideon. “What are you going to do?”
“Kill her,” he said. “Like she killed Michael. And Dawn. And everyone else.”
“Stop!” Sterling arrived and grabbed Gideon’s arm before he could throw a punch at Nox, who was scrambling to her feet.
Gideon swung wildly, fighting against Sterling’s grasp. When he couldn’t reach Nox, he spun toward Sterling and swung again. Sterling ducked but let go. The others spread out around Aideen, keeping Nox from escaping across the bridge. Gideon composed himself and faced Nox.
“You filth will never win,” Nox said.
Sterling and Gideon stepped toward her. She had nowhere to run.
“Brave words for someone who’s surrounded and alone,” Aideen said.
Nox spun and reached toward Aideen. Gideon leaped at Nox and slammed the butt of his sword into Nox’s head. She crumpled to the ground.
“What if you killed her?” Aideen crouched to check.
“Good riddance.”
“She’s still breathing,” Aideen said.
“Look at this.” One of the Refuse had crouched next to Lux’s body and was now holding a necklace. “The chain’s broken.”
“That looks like Nox’s necklace,” Aideen said.
“Lux must have torn it off in the struggle,” Sterling said.
“What struggle?” The Refuse stood and brought Sterling the necklace.
“She wouldn’t have gone without a fight.” Sterling took the necklace and looked at it. The corner of his mouth twitched.
“Nox panicked when she realized she didn’t have it,” Aideen said. “What’s so special about it?”
“The white stones are communication stones. This is how she talked to Jimmy while he was in your world.” Sterling put the necklace in his pocket and stared at Lux.
“What are we going to do with Nox?” a Refuse asked. “Tie her to a chair at the Bo?”
“Let’s throw her in the Chasm,” Gideon suggested. “And watch her try to climb out.”
“They’d just send Turkeys to rescue her,” Aideen said. “Now that there’s no Ostrich to keep them away.”
“We don’t have secure rooms in the Bo,” the Refuse said. “The Underground?”
“I have a better idea,” Sterling said. “Bring her.”
Gideon scooped Nox off the ground and slung her over his shoulder. How he could have so much strength and energy left after all this was beyond Aideen. She was ready to collapse. Of course, when had she last eaten a proper meal? She’d feel better once her appetite came back.
Sterling led them across the bridge and around to the south of the pond.
“There’s an old tunnel, used in the Legendary War. I’ve got the key.”
They arrived at the tree that looked like a brain. Sterling explained that it was the power plant, serving the village and the pile of rubble on the Compass Island. He opened a bulkhead under the power plant. Aideen had never gotten close enough or looked long enough to even notice the door. Gideon threw Nox down into the tunnel. The landing woke her up.
“What are you doing? Where am I? You can’t do this!”
Gideon slammed the door closed, muffling Nox’s protests. “Will they think to look for her here? Should we try to camouflage the door?”
“There was a cave-in in the center of the tunnel years ago,” Sterling said. “No one has used it since. The entrance at the other end is locked, and I believe the key to be lost.”
Aideen thought of the tower Shay had taken her to and wondered if that door was the other end of the tunnel. I’ll have to ask Sterling when we don’t have more pressing things to handle.
“What now? What do we ask of Jimmy in exchange for Nox?”
“I don’t know that making a deal with Jimmy will be that simple,” Sterling said.
“A deal,” Aideen whispered.
“What’s that?” Gideon asked.
“What if we talk to Imuhn?”
Imuhn appeared and looked at Aideen.
“Remember, I’ve fulfilled my deal with you. You saw me leave.”
“Our deal is done.” Imuhn nodded. “I asked for no more and no less than I wanted from you. What is it you want now?”
“I need to meet with Jimmy, leader of the Trappers, alone. What do you need to ensure I won’t be ambushed?”
“I should go with you,” Gideon said.
Imuhn eyed Gideon, then nodded to Aideen.
“You will give me what you have stolen from Jimmy, and I will send Jimmy—alone—to the Chasm in the craglands. You know it?”
“Yes,” Aideen said. “But I can’t give you the idol. Isn’t there something else I can give you? I could leave again. I promise not to come back this time.” She pretended not to see the hurt looks on Sterling’s and Gideon’s faces.
Imuhn chuckled. “Your leaving does not serve me any longer, Alk Girl.”
“What would serve you, Jay Man?”
“I need to fulfill a deal to return the idol to the Trappers. Unless you can relinquish the idol, I cannot help you.”
Aideen couldn’t give Imuhn the idol, because it may end up in Jimmy’s hands before their meeting, and that would be the end of her. But if she could hang onto it until they met …
“Get Jimmy to the Chasm alone—no ambush—and I will personally deliver the idol.”




Chapter Eighteen
Aideen, no!” Gideon pulled her by the arm to face him, then immediately let go and dropped his eyes. “You can’t let him have it.”
“I know what I’m doing.” Would Gideon connect the dots?
Sterling must have, but he didn’t sound happy about it. “Gideon, it’s the best deal we can make at this point. We’d be fools not to accept.”
“What?” Gideon turned to Sterling. “Are you—oh.” He nodded slowly and turned to Imuhn, puffing out his chest. “That is our offer. What do you say?”
“I say we have a deal.” Imuhn nodded. “Five hours past midday. Jimmy will be at the Chasm.” He disappeared.
“You meant giving him the idol by killing him with it, right?” Gideon asked.
“Yeah.” She smiled. “Took you long enough to catch on.”
Gideon frowned.
“You have some time before your meeting,” Sterling said. “Anyone else ready for a shower and some lunch?”
AIDEEN SAT IN THE dining hall, looking over the idol. A few drops of juice were all that was left of her gojoos. Her kahsihvee sat untouched on the tray.
Upon their return to the Brown Ostrich, she had parted ways with Sterling and Gideon. The thought of a shower and a nap lured her to her private suite in the dorm section of the building. She’d fallen asleep for much longer than she expected to and had awoken to a knock at the door.
It had been Sterling, inviting her to a late lunch before it was time to set out to meet Jimmy. She wasn’t hungry, but she figured if things didn’t go well in the craglands, it would be nice to have a last meal.
“Aideen, your lunch is getting cold.” Sterling pointed his fork at her tray.
She set the idol down between her tray and his and picked up her fork. She loaded it with kahsihvee and hovered it in front of her mouth.
“Shay took me to a tower at the western edge of the forest. Inside was a door. Is that the other entrance to the tunnel?”
“Yes, it is.”
“You said the key was lost.”
“I believe so.”
“What kind of key? There’s no lock on the door.”
“It’s a long story.”
“It’s a lock. How is it a long story?”
“It’s not a normal lock.”
“Aideen, Sterling,” Gideon called from the doorway.
Aideen turned to see Gideon waving them over. She pushed her tray away and took up the idol before she and Sterling followed Gideon down the hall to the foyer, where he had gathered some weapons.
He looked Aideen straight in the eyes. “We go armed.”
“Of course,” Aideen agreed. “Jimmy will probably have his gun.”
“We recovered a few guns from the Trappers we killed,” Gideon said. “But I’d rather leave them here, in case Trappers attack the Bo again. We’ll take bows and arrows for long range, in case he shoots, thinking he’ll steal the idol off our dead bodies.”
“And swords in case he lets us get close enough to pass him the idol. Got it.”
“Be careful,” Sterling said.
“You’re not coming with us?” Aideen asked. “Part way at least?”
Sterling hesitated. “Someone should explain to the others what’s going on. They’re rested and fed. They’ll want to know what’s next.”
“Make sure they’re prepared, in case things go wrong,” Gideon told him. “If we fail at the Chasm, Jimmy may send the rest of the Trappers to the Bo. Fortify the main building, bring all the weapons in from the gym, and hold them off, if you can.”
“Glad to see you’ve got faith in us,” Aideen said.
“I’m being pragmatic. If we fail, they won’t know until the Trappers show up, guns blazing.”
Sterling pulled Aideen to him. “Come back alive.”
“You can’t get rid of me this easy.” Aideen smiled. Sterling kissed her.
“Let’s go,” Gideon said gruffly.
AIDEEN AND GIDEON REACHED the place where the grass thinned into the crags of rock that blanketed the southern region of D’Nal Harrim. Aideen grabbed Gideon’s arm and stopped.
“We should be careful. There’s no cover from here on. I don’t know how good Jimmy’s eyesight is, but he could conceivably stand at the edge of the woods and shoot at us. We wouldn’t know where he was to shoot back.”
“Bows out, then.” Gideon nocked an arrow and moved forward with his bow at the ready.
Aideen followed suit and raised her bow, tracing the horizon with the tip of the arrow. They saw Jimmy at the Chasm before they were close enough to shout to him.
“What’s the plan?” Aideen asked.
“We could shoot him and be done with it,” Gideon said.
“I can’t kill someone in cold blood. Not again.”
“Again?”
“We should separate some, to give him two targets. If he shoots at one of us, the other can cover.”
Gideon responded by moving away. When there were several yards between them, they approached the Chasm.
“Where’s my idol?” Jimmy demanded.
“I have it,” Aideen said.
“All right, then. Hand it over.”
Aideen looked to Gideon, who trained his bow on Jimmy’s head and nodded. Aideen lowered hers to pull out the idol, holding it up.
“Throw it to me.”
Aideen saw an opportunity. She wasn’t sure if it was a good one; it would definitely piss Jimmy off. She looked at Gideon and raised her eyebrows. He furrowed his brow but reset his position and stared at Jimmy.
Pray to the Ostrich this works out.
She threw the idol. It went over Jimmy’s head and clattered into the Chasm.
“You nonpat!” Jimmy shouted. He turned to look over the edge of the Chasm.
Gideon shot an arrow into the middle of Jimmy’s back. Jimmy stumbled away from the edge, roaring. He turned, raised his gun, and shot at Gideon.
Aideen fought the urge to drop to the ground and instead dropped her bow and arrow. Pulling out her sword and charging at Jimmy, she wondered if Gideon was okay. It was a brief thought; it didn’t matter now. She had to stop Jimmy, once and for all.
Jimmy saw her coming and turned his gun on her. He pulled the trigger, but either he was out of bullets or the gun misfired. He threw it at Aideen, and she ducked her head to avoid getting hit. She swung her sword as Jimmy dove out of the way. She followed him and swung again. Jimmy rolled and leaped to his feet.
He’s more spry than I would have guessed.
Jimmy stood defensively. Aideen pointed the sword at him.
“Gideon?”
“I’m okay. Get him.”
Aideen didn’t dare look at Gideon. One mistake, and she wouldn’t be returning home. She and Jimmy circled, waiting for the other to trip or look away. As they moved, Gideon came into Aideen’s sight. He was bleeding from his right arm, but he stood and moved toward Jimmy. Aideen charged. Jimmy moved backward, away from Aideen.
“You’re not a killer, Aideen.” Jimmy said. “Even at your lowest moment, you’d never do that.”
“But I have killed.” She still wasn’t proud of it, but it felt good to contradict Jimmy.
“How do you think my brother will feel if you kill me?”
“Brother?” Aideen stopped in her tracks. If I kill Jimmy, will his brother seek revenge?
Gideon ran into Jimmy, shoulder first, knocking him off balance.
For a long second, Jimmy teetered on the edge of the Chasm. Aideen saw the horror on his face just before he fell. His scream would haunt her dreams for many nights to come.
Aideen peered down, verifying Jimmy had fallen beyond the point of climbing back up. He lay twitching on an outcropping a few hundred feet down. She turned and went to Gideon, who was splayed on the ground.
“Are you okay?” She helped him to his feet.
“Just shot in the arm. I’ll be fine. Is he dead?”
“Soon. He’s not getting back out of there, at any rate. Give me your sleeve.”
“What?”
“Your sleeve. I’ll make a tourniquet.”
Gideon took off his whole shirt and handed it to her. She tore it and tied it around his arm.
“We did it,” he said.
“The Trappers will choose a new leader.”
“They wouldn’t dare. Not after all this.”
“They still outnumber us.”
“Did you know he had a brother?”
“No,” Gideon said.
“Should we be worried?”
“I’d bet Jimmy was the evil one. Let’s just enjoy the victory.” Gideon pulled her to him with his good arm and kissed her.
Aideen pulled back. Gideon’s cheeks flushed crimson.
“Let’s save any celebration for when we return in one piece.” She looked toward the woods. “We don’t know if anyone was waiting for him.”
Gideon frowned but took up his bow and arrow in one hand. They set out across the craglands toward what almost felt like home now.
Almost.
THE REFUSE AND ALLIES—those who had survived—gathered in the dining hall that evening. They cheered and clapped as Aideen and Gideon stood on a table, reenacting their encounter with Jimmy.
“Long live the Prophesied One!”
“Hail Gideon!”
Aideen stepped down from the table as Gideon basked in the praise.
“You deserve accolades, too,” Sterling said. He put one arm around her shoulders as he handed her a gojoos.
“He can have them,” she twisted the fruit apart and sunk her teeth into the juicy flesh. “I’m happy sneaking out the back.”
“You think Gideon really is the Prophesied One?”
“He’s the one who defeated Jimmy.” She wiped the dripping juice from her chin.
When Aideen and Gideon had returned to the Bo, Gideon had sent a Refuse to take word of Jimmy’s defeat—and the idol’s loss—to the Trappers. The Trappers had sent back the promise of a detente. Aideen wasn’t sure whether to trust it, but the Refuse eagerly accepted it.
Sterling’s arm dropped from her shoulders. “You think Jimmy was D’Nal Harrim’s greatest evil?”
“I sure hope so. If he’s not, you guys are on your own.” She polished off the gojoos. “Jimmy mentioned something about having a brother.”
Sterling’s jaw dropped. “Did he say who it was?”
“No. But what if he picks up where Jimmy left off? What if he’s worse?”
“You don’t have to worry about him.”
Gideon climbed down from the table to join them.
“They want me to stay and lead them. Can you imagine me as President of D’Nal Harrim?”
“We don’t have presidents,” Sterling said.
Gideon waved a hand.
“The title’s not important. What’s important is that all this is behind us now, and the Refuse trust me to keep them safe. Aideen, how’d you like to be the First Lady? Or queen, or whatever?”
“I can’t stay, Gideon. The woman I’ve thought of as the worst mother in the world deserves an apology. I’m hoping she can provide some explanation for why she’s been pretending to be my mom this whole time. I have some other relationships that ended . . . Poorly. I need to do what I can to make those right.”
Gideon’s shoulders drooped.
“If you ever come back, the offer remains open.” He turned to Sterling. “You’re sticking around, right? I could use an advisor.”
If Gideon heeds Sterling’s advice, maybe it won’t be so bad.
“I’d be honored,” Sterling gave a curt bow.
“I have to find Jesse. He’d make a great general.” Gideon waded through the crowd, who stopped him to shake his hand or pat him on the back on his way by.
Uneasiness churned in Aideen’s gut, despite her relief that the war was over. Part of it was relinquishing credit for helping to stop the war. If she was completely honest, there was a modicum of resentment. But she’d get over it. What worried her was Gideon leading the Refuse.
“You’ll keep an eye on him?” Aideen asked Sterling.
Sterling nodded.
“I don’t think he’s ready to lead,” he said. “But if that’s what the Refuse want, I won’t dissuade them. I will do everything in my power to guide him well.”




Chapter Nineteen
Where did all the instruments come from? Behind the Bo, Refuse and the allies from the East gathered in the warm, mid-morning sunlight: playing, singing, dancing, cheering. No drinking, of course. That would be like holding a kegger at a rehab center. But everyone seemed to enjoy themselves. Even Aideen’s longing for her beloved bourbon seemed to be subsiding.
She laughed, watching everyone. Jesse and Julie spun each other around to the music. Gideon was learning the words to the song from a D’Nalian. Even Del was enjoying himself. He couldn’t sing, but he took up an instrument that resembled a guitar and played along deftly.
Despite the pervasive joy and relief, Aideen couldn’t help but think of those lost. The Ostrich, Ash, Shay, even Rio . . . She wished they could be here, to celebrate with them.
We celebrate in their honor. She wiped a tear from her cheek.
Aideen was considering whether to join in the dancing or to try her hand at the D’Nalian guitar when Sterling caught her eye from across the crowd.
AIDEEN MET STERLING near the gym and strolled north.
“This has been quite the adventure,” Sterling said, swinging a bag from one hand as they walked.
“You can say that again. I could never have dreamed of anything like it.”
“Will you be okay, going back home?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
Sterling stopped and turned to face her.
“You spent the last few days fighting in a war. How long will have passed in your world?”
“Only two or three hours.”
“You’ll go home, having gone through all this, and the people who saw you yesterday will wonder what’s wrong with you.”
“The only people who saw me all weekend were Jimmy and my mother, or whoever she is. Mother never knew me, and Jimmy’s not in a position to be concerned.”
“My point is, you’ve fought an entire war, you’ve been tortured and injured—nearly killed, you’ve seen close friends killed—”
“And I’ve killed,” she stared past Sterling.
“No one will believe you if you try to talk about it with people in your world. They’ll think you’re crazy.”
She shook her head and looked into his eyes. “I’ll be fine. But I have some figurative demons back home to deal with.”
“I understand. But know I am thinking about you, always.”
“Will you be fine?”
Sterling stroked her cheek as his smile quivered. “I’ll manage.”
“What about Jimmy’s brother? Until we find out who it is, we have to assume he’s a threat.”
“He won’t give us any trouble.”
“You know who he is?”
“We’ll figure things out,” Sterling said. “Whether Gideon’s ready for this, he’s put together a strong team around him. D’Nal Harrim will thrive again.” Sterling grinned and put his arms around Aideen. “To be honest, I’m surprised Gideon turned out to be the Prophesied One.”
“I thought you said he fit the prophecy’s description.”
“Yes, but . . . Knowing what I know about the Immortal One, and learning of your father and his story, I would have guessed that your father was the Immortal One. If that were so, it would make you the true Prophesied One.”
Aideen said nothing.
“I’m not usually wrong . . . Maybe something got lost in the story’s telling over generations.”
She nodded. “People are always changing stories to suit themselves.”
“At any rate, you need to move on with your life, in your world. Don’t stop living on account of me.”
Aideen threw her arms around Sterling’s neck and pulled him against her.
“I’ll visit. Every weekend.”
“So, how long until I see you again?”
Aideen did the math. “Almost five months.”
Sterling pulled Nox’s necklace from his pocket.
“You kept that?”
“Remember how I said the white stones are communication stones?”
Aideen remembered when they found the necklace, clutched in Lux’s dead hand. She also remembered the necklace she was wearing. She lifted the pendant and looked at it.
“If we each have one . . .”
“We can talk every day.”
“You realize if you call me on this every day, I’ll be talking to you every hour. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I may get sick of you.”
Sterling laughed.
“Okay, how about I only call you once a week?”
Aideen raised an eyebrow.
“Every other week?”
Aideen nodded. “Where are we going to do this?”
“Follow me.”
Sterling continued north and Aideen followed in silence. They came to a small pond, surrounded by shrubbery, and stones placed so one could sit and gaze into the water. Aideen peered down at the still water, smiling at the face beaming up at her.
“A reflection pond.”
“It’s the closest mirror.” Sterling sat on the stone next to her. “Or we could walk all the way to my house . . .”
“This is fine.” Aideen looked into Sterling’s eyes. “I want to say something, but I’m afraid I won’t get home if I did.”
Sterling furrowed his brow.
“My heart’s desire . . . The portal will only open if what I desire most is on the other side, right?”
Sterling took her hand. “You don’t have to say it. I know.”
Aideen looked down at her reflection and opened her mouth.
“Wait,” Sterling held up the bag. “I almost forgot. Gojoos for you.”
Aideen took the bag. “Thank you. This will make the next few days a little more pleasant.”
Sterling stroked her hair and she looked back to the pond’s surface. She spoke the incantation before she started to cry. The pond lit up and revealed Aideen’s bathroom.
“I wish I had thought to clean. Or to move the mirror somewhere nicer before I came through.” She laughed.
Sterling squeezed her hand. “May the wind from the Ostrich’s wings always be at your back.”
“And may it bring me back to D’Nal Harrim.”
AIDEEN FELL THROUGH the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. It hadn’t helped that she had gone through a horizontal portal and came out through a vertical one.
Do they teach how to travel between worlds in D’Nalian schools?
She gathered the gojoos that had spilled from the bag, then went to the sink and looked at her reflection in the smaller mirror on the medicine cabinet door. The lines on her face and the bags under her eyes were more pronounced than ever. Her hair was messy and limp, and she was gaunt, like she’d lost ten or fifteen pounds. She smiled.
I look like crap, but I’ve earned it.
She felt for her cell phone and checked the time. It was one in the afternoon on Sunday. She had been gone only two-and-a-half hours . . . As far as anyone on Earth was concerned, she’d only been in D’Nal Harrim for a total of five hours. But she had lived for almost a week during that time. How had Jimmy and Nox managed the difference?
Aideen stripped off her D’Nalian clothes and stepped into her shower. There were showers at the Bo but using a shower in a dorm was never the same as using your own. She savored the hot water against her skin, letting it wash away the horrors of the past week.
Once she was clean and dry, Aideen went downstairs to the kitchen. A bottle of bourbon sat on the counter, taunting her. The sight of it turned her stomach. She placed the gojoos on the counter and grabbed the bottle. Twisting the bottle open, she dumped the liquor down the sink drain. When it was empty, she threw the bottle into the wastebasket.
She tore through her cabinets, emptying all the liquor bottles and throwing them into the trash. She slammed them harder and harder into the wastebasket, listening to the bottles break. The sound satisfied her.
She made her way through the rest of the house, gathering stashed bottles. They followed their comrades into the trash. Hands on her hips, Aideen stood looking at the shards in the trash.
I can still smell it.
Aideen tied up the trash bag, pulled it from the wastebasket, and walked it outside to the trash can. She took a step back but then picked up the can with both hands and carried it around the front of the house and out to the curb.
Trash pickup didn’t happen for another three days. Short of taking the damn bag to the dump herself, she had done everything she could to get the alcohol out of her life.
“So, turn around and go back inside and forget about it, okay?”
She returned to the kitchen to put all but one gojoos in the fridge. She brought the gojoos with her to living room, where she decided she would display her dad’s things. No more boxes in closets. She draped the baby blanket over her armchair, like a throw. She left the book out on the coffee table. And the necklace . . .
I’ll wear it every day. That way, I can go back whenever I want. She sat on the couch and bit into the gojoos as she thought about what Sterling had said about her dad’s story. My Dad, the Immortal One.
Pain gripped her. She wished that were true. She’d give almost anything to see her dad again, especially now she knew the truth. How wonderful it would be to talk to him about it. To have him tell her about her family, her brothers . . . Her real mother.
She finished the gojoos and was pleasantly surprised when her stomach growled. Her appetite was coming back at last.
Had ‘Mother’ known anything? Obviously, she knew she wasn’t Aideen’s real mom. But did she know who Aideen’s dad really was, and what had happened to Aideen’s family? It warranted another phone call.
“Mother . . . Barb, I know the truth about my dad. Part of it, anyway. I was hoping you could tell me what you know, if you know anything, about my real family.”
A loud sigh greeted Aideen’s ear.
“I apologize for lying to you, all these years. You thought I was a monster of a mother, and I don’t blame you. I would have, too. But I wanted my own life and didn’t quite know how to tell you the truth. It’s so crazy, to this day I wonder if I even believe it.”
“I’d like it if you and your boyfriend would have dinner at my place sometime this week. We can talk—for real—and get to know each other.”
“I’d like that very much. I’ll see when Frank is free and text you.”
“Great.” Aideen hung up feeling lighter than air. Yes, Barb had hurt Aideen as a child, but knowing there was more to it . . . Somehow that made it easier. Aideen was no longer at fault.
She realized that Grandad wasn’t her real grandfather either. The man she had believed was her grandfather, whom she had loved fiercely, whom she had idolized, had never been her flesh and blood.
How much had he known? He must have known I wasn’t a blood relative. Why was he so willing to raise me? He never treated me as anything less than his own family.
Another question for dinner with Barb. In the meantime, there was one more pressing task at hand. Then she’d go grab a burger. Or maybe a pizza. She hadn’t had a pizza in ages.
AIDEEN LOOKED UP at her favorite azure Victorian and wondered what sort of reaction she’d get, showing up on her ex’s doorstep right now. Forgiveness?
“Not exactly.” She crossed the street and climbed the stairs to Coby’s front door.
She rang the doorbell and took a step back, shoving her hands into her pockets and wondering if this was a good idea.
The door swung open and familiar chestnut eyes framed with fringes of bright blond hair greeted Aideen.
“Aideen? You’re emaciated. Have you been on a bender?” He audibly sniffed at her, then seemed surprised. “Is that orange? What have you been drinking?”
“Orange and anise,” Aideen said. “I haven’t been drinking, and I’m fine.”
Coby frowned. “What are you doing here? I won’t take you back.”
“I’m not here to get you back.” Aideen watched Coby’s eyebrows disappear into the fringe. “I came to apologize.”
Coby’s lips parted as his jaw dropped.
“Apologize?”
“I know I’ve been rotten to you, and I’m sorry. But I’ve quit drinking, and I’m gonna be making some changes in my life. I hope you’ll be able to forgive me.”
“It’ll take more than ‘I’m sorry’ for me to get over what you did.”
“I know.” Aideen smiled and turned to leave, then looked back over her shoulder. “But I’m just getting started.”
AIDEEN SAT IN BED that night, scribbling furiously in her journal about her experiences of the last week (or two days, depending on how you wanted to measure it). As she came to the end of her tale, a familiar voice emanated from her necklace.
“Aideen? Can you hear me?”
“Sterling? I can hear you.”
“Are you there?”
Aideen held the pendant closer to her mouth, then remembered what Shay had told her about broadcasting. She closed her eyes and pictured Sterling before she spoke again.
“Hi, Sterling.”
“It’s good to hear your voice.”
“How long has it been for you?”
“Nine days. I couldn’t wait any longer.”
“Have you started to rebuild the Compass Tower yet?”
“Yes. Del and some others are helping. But it’s not the Compass Tower anymore.”
“What is it?”
“The Lux Memorial Tower.”
“That’s sweet.” Aideen thought of the ‘good’ twin and her ‘evil’ sister. “Did she have any other family?”
“No. Their parents died years ago. It was just her and Nox.”
“I wish I had gotten to know her better. But I’m grateful that she brought you and me together.”
“She did more than that.”
“What do you mean?”
A distant voice addressed Sterling.
“I’ll tell you next time. Gideon has sent for me.”
“How’s he handling ruling D’Nal Harrim?” Aideen smiled, picturing Gideon in a suit behind an executive desk, like a president.
“The power goes to his head at times, but he’s kept the peace so far.”
“It hasn’t even been two weeks.”
“Celebrate the small wins.”
“Good advice,” Aideen said. “Speaking of small wins, I got rid of all my alcohol. I’m done drinking, even without Trappers around to encourage me.”
“Good for you. Talk to you again in two weeks?”
“Better make it twelve days. I have to be at work in thirteen.” Aideen smiled.
Sterling laughed. “Twelve days, then.”
The necklace went silent. Aideen closed her journal and set it on the nightstand before padding into the bathroom. She scrutinized her reflection in the mirror, recalling Jimmy’s threat after he kicked her out of the bar.
“I know I’m not alone.”
She smiled as she remembered she had brought this on herself.
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